


The ratification of the Regional 
Comprehensive Economic Partnership 
(RCEP) agreement by the Philippine 

Senate last February may be the push that 
Philippine small and medium enterprises 
(SMEs) need to go global.

The RCEP agreement covers one-third of 
the world’s population—roughly 30 percent 
of the world’s gross domestic product—
and brings together 15 nations: Australia, 
Brunei Darussalam, Cambodia, China, 
Indonesia, Japan, South Korea, the Lao 
People’s Democratic Republic, Malaysia, 
Myanmar, New Zealand, Philippines, 
Singapore, Thailand and Vietnam.

As the largest free trade agreement in 
history, the RCEP is set to increase trade, 
investment and economic integration among 
Southeast Asian nations. It reduces tariffs 
on goods traded among RCEP members, 
simplifies customs procedures and 
streamlines trade documentation, enabling 
faster movement of goods and services. 
This opens doors for Filipino businesses to 
expand, reach new markets, work with new 
partners and investors and thrive globally.

While the capacity-building programs 
of the Department of Trade and Industry 
(DTI) have helped thousands of SMEs 
become internationally competitive, our 
SME participation in the global supply chain 
is still hindered by many factors. A lot of 
potential exporters do not have the capacity 
to export high-value products instead of raw 
materials. Mass production is also a struggle, 
as well as access to market information in 
export destination countries. SMEs also 
struggle with compliance in international 
regulations and licenses. Another issue is 
the lack of skilled labor, technology and 
cutting-edge equipment to beat out their 
SME counterparts in other countries.

To help SMEs address these struggles, 
we will delve into the steps Filipino 
businesses can take to leverage RCEP’s 
policies and bring their enterprises onto the 
international stage.

First, conduct market research.
It’s easiest to start with the RCEP 

countries that import your products and 
services at a large scale. Analyze which 
countries match your business objectives 
and target markets. Look at your foreign 
competitors in these countries and gather 
data on consumer preferences, cultural 
differences, regulations and market trends. 
Understanding the opportunities and 
challenges in each market will help you 
narrow down trade environments where you 
can operate with a competitive advantage. 
You may even be able to spot partnership 
and investment opportunities.

Next, identify your target market in 
these new trade environments.

They may not necessarily be the same 
as your local target market. Your target 
market in one country may not need bundle 
pricing, for instance; another country may 
prefer a more traditional approach to 
conducting business than what your team 
is used to. Your best sources of information 
are market reports, trade publications, 
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industry organizations and even industry 
events, if you are able to travel.

Third, make an estimate of the market 
demand and market barriers in your 
chosen trade environments.

Is the market size large enough and 
do you have enough capital and runway 
to carve out a market share among your 
foreign competitors? Can you deal with 
trade regulations and tariff costs while still 
making a profit? Do you need international 
certifications and if so, how long and how 
much will it take to qualify? Forecasting 
models and test marketing can help with 
your estimate. Another way is to partner 
with local professionals and organizations 
with a strong knowledge of the local market, 
cultural norms and business practices.

By conducting this preliminary research, 
you’ll either find new markets for the taking—
or discover that your business is not quite 
ready for global expansion. For both cases, 
you can always seek government support 
and partnerships to facilitate your global 
trading journey. DTI and organizations, 
such as PhilExport, have trade missions 
and business matching initiatives that can 
help you forge connections with potential 
international partners. For financing, DTI’s 
financing partner, First Circle, offers a free-
to-open and noncollateral revolving credit 
line that can be used to support operating 
expenses and fund exporting opportunities.

From here, develop your export strategy 
for entering the international market. Take 
your target markets and prioritize them 
based on market size, growth potential and 
compatibility with your current business 
offerings. You’ll also have to adapt your 
marketing messages, packaging and pricing 
to suit your new market.

Digitalization strategy
An important part of your business 

strategy is the use of digital technology and 
local expertise to manage your operations 
overseas. By incorporating digital tools, such 

as social media, e-commerce and market 
intelligence tools, you’ll be able to establish 
your brand presence and expand your 
reach. Local distributors and salespeople 
are a cost-effective way of entering a new 
market, while local account managers can 
provide new clients support even after a 
sale is complete.

Another crucial part of your strategy is 
ensuring a robust supply chain for your 
new markets. Your logistics, inventory 
management and distribution channels will 
need rigorous testing and review to ensure 
timely delivery of products and services 
to other countries. For instance, while 
global logistics providers can streamline 
your operations across different countries, 
local logistics partners will have a better 
understanding of customs and trade 
regulations. Balancing these global and 
local considerations will help you build a 
more agile supply chain.

With the RCEP’s policies on tariffs and 
trade among member countries, Filipino 
businesses will have an incentive to 
become more resilient and competitive 
on the world stage. By understanding 
the RCEP’s benefits, conducting thorough 
market research, developing robust export 
strategies and seeking government support, 
more SMEs can navigate the complexities of 
international trade and unlock sustainable 
growth, global recognition and success on 
a global scale.

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 NextGen vice chair of 
MAP ICT Committee and the vice 
president for external relations at First 
Circle. This article is co-written with 
Jess Jacutan, First Circle’s content 

marketing lead. 

Feedback at map@map.org.ph and 
benedict@firstcircle.ph
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Did you notice the new names for 
courses in college these days? There 
are applied management courses, 

management engineering, communication 
management, multimedia management 
and many more names that did not exist 
about 20 years ago. And there are new 
job titles, careers and green jobs that 
we’ve never heard of before. What are 
green jobs?

We now have virtual assistants, not 
just executive assistants. We have digital 
creators, not just writers or artists. 
Multimedia and content creators have 
become all-in-one advertising agencies. 
Everyday, there seems to be a new 
development in the career field and 
managers should be a step ahead in 
managing human resources. Adding to 
this need to learn new things is the need 
to study how to entice people to join the 
workforce and make them stay.

I remember about 40 years ago, my 
friends and I did a job evaluation project 
for our manufacturing company. We set 
up job titles, career paths and salary 
levels so it would be easy for HR officers to 
promote someone, evaluate each person 

in the organization periodically and lay 
out a clear career path so people will stay 
and give us as managers good grades for 
employee retention. Is that still possible 
now?

I just gave an online lecture to more 
than 120 Africans and a few Middle 
Eastern startup owners, and they actively 
participated, wanting to start businesses 
of their own. This is why many employees 
now choose to work from home so they 
can also do a side hustle and try to be 
entrepreneurs. In addition to knowing 
new job titles and thinking of how to keep 
employees happy, we also must face the 
fact that many employees now want to 
try being entrepreneurs.

The pandemic gave a taste of 
entrepreneurship possibilities to many 
displaced workers — they sold stuff 
online, went into Facebook Live selling 
and even made TikTok their venue for 
selling anything. Many of our former 
staff members chose to go home to the 
provinces than pay rent in boarding houses 
and start their own small business.

This is why coffee shops also became 
the fashion. Anybody can order equipment 
from Alibaba, Lazada and Shopee. They 
can start their own coffee kiosk whether 
they are in Misamis or La Carlota City. 
Ordering online became the norm, and 
small businesspeople accessed equipment 
and supplies by ordering online. Anyone 
can be an entrepreneur. If it succeeds, 
maybe they can scale up. If they fail, they 
get up, brush their knees and put away 
their equipment and start looking for a 
regular job. I was ordering artisan bread 
from a neighbor, who I learned had closed 
his business when things normalized and 
returned to his 9-to-5 job.

This is what managers now have to 
contend with. Today’s youth are more 
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carefree and do not want a set career 
path. They are more fluid in their decision-
making and do not see anything wrong 
with resigning from a job to be able to take 
a trip somewhere because they found a 
“piso fare” — one-peso fares occasionally 
offered by airlines. Some resign when 
they are reprimanded by a superior. Some 
just stop reporting for work because it has 
become difficult to commute.

I have a nephew who finished a 
technology course and has worked only 
for foreign companies since he graduated 
— all from the comforts of his home. He 
has had three jobs, all with US companies 
and they have never ever met physically.

He is the typical Gen Z employee, who 
works from home but has a stable job 
with an overseas company. His written 
and spoken English has also improved 
because of his daily interaction with his 
employers. He is the new OFW — he works 
abroad but is physically home. Jobs, like 
his, may be the solution to the social cost 
of parents working abroad.

But for our physical offices, what 
does the future hold? In manufacturing 
companies, we still need workers because 
robots are expensive for our economy. In 
offices, many already work with a hybrid 
setup — two days in the office, three days 
from home. HR departments must double 
up on thinking of new ways to hire, retain 
and promote people along a career path.

Meanwhile, managers must face the 
new jobs the digital economy has created. 
Even a small company like ours has had to 
hire virtual staff for the past three years 
now. Our marketing department can 
discuss over Zoom, Messenger and hardly 
ever meet physically. Large companies 
may downsize and realize they can save 
on office space as well as utilities and 
employee benefits. We really need to take 

another look at hiring and keeping people, 
especially in air-conditioned offices in 
the central business district because 
rents have not come down despite these 
developments. Trim your need for physical 
offices because the internet has opened a 
lot of possibilities for managers to be able 
to manage remotely.

The future may be in hiring for a 
specific task or skill, and not the usual 
employee development along a career 
path. Employers must open their minds to 
new ways to keep millennials and Gen Z 
people in the workforce. They were born 
in a different scenario, and with the added 
complication of COVID closing offices for 
almost three years, anything is possible 
for this generation. They can work from 
home, become virtual assistants, tech 
assistants and be entrepreneurs on the 
side.

These may be the new green jobs we 
often aspire to include in our plantilla. 
They are green because they may use 
less energy to commute, saving lots of 
resources such as gasoline and human 
energy. They are green because we can 
save money and time and may be more 
sustainable in the long run. Imagine your 
office with nobody except one assistant.

Maybe it is time to convert our job titles 
and positions to green jobs.

This article reflects the opinion of the 
author and does not reflect the stand 
of the Management Association of 

the Philippines or MAP.
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I’ve heard people passionately speak 
about imports as if they are the most evil 
scourge on our economy, hence must be 

tightly controlled if not stopped altogether. 
When economists like me argue for more 
liberalized trade to impose greater discipline 
from the competition, especially in captured 
domestic markets (which are common 
here), we are wrongly branded as “import 
lovers,” as if harboring a treasonous disdain 
for Filipino producers. Yet it’s precisely the 
desire to strengthen our own producers 
and sustainably improve their incomes and 
welfare that motivates the argument for 
more open trade.

If one sheds ideological biases, he/she 
would readily see that imports benefit a nation 
in terms of economic growth, consumer 
welfare, and technological progress, and 
appreciate that an appropriate balance of 
imports and exports is crucial to achieving a 
prosperous economy. Imports drive economic 
growth by providing the inputs domestic 
producers need. Very few producers can or 
would wholly rely on domestically produced 
inputs—meaning capital equipment, raw 
materials, fuels, and intermediate goods. 
Even if all needed inputs were available 
locally, foreign-sourced inputs could provide 
the producer options to reduce costs and/or 
improve quality, permitting one to improve 
productivity and strengthen the ability to 
compete in both domestic and international 
markets. This ultimately leads to increased 
exports and improved economic outcomes 
in terms of more jobs, higher incomes, and 
lower prices.

The availability of imports stimulates 
competition in the local market and puts 
pressure on domestic firms to innovate, 
improve their products, enhance efficiency, 
and ultimately lower costs. This healthy 
competition fosters productivity growth 
and a more dynamic and resilient economy. 
It is this beneficial effect of more liberal 
trade that our country missed out on 
with its long-standing protectionist policy 
against competing imports, particularly on 
“sensitive” (translation: highly political) 
agricultural products like rice, sugar, and 
meat. Our stunted agricultural sector today 
reflects our government’s utter failure to 
help our farmers match the productivity of 
their peers in our neighbors—the unwanted 

result of decades of shielding our domestic 
producers from the discipline of the market.

The same competition from imports 
widens consumer choices by providing 
access to a broad range of goods and 
services from around the world. Those in 
my generation would recall how the era 
of tightly restricted imports in the 1960s 
made shopping for PX goods outside the 
old American bases in Clark and Subic 
such a prized consumer experience. By the 
1990s, Filipino balikbayans and travelers 
were finding it unnecessary to lug their 
customary pasalubongs of chocolates and 
“stateside” household or personal items in 
their bags; it was easier to buy them here 
at home. In general, the wider availability 
of imported goods has uplifted Filipinos’ 
standard of living by offering consumers 
diverse options, improved quality, and 
competitive prices. But more importantly, 
imports make essential goods like food, 
medicines, and energy resources (say fuel, 
batteries, solar cells) more affordable and 
accessible to Filipinos. Importation of basic 
commodities stabilizes prices and ensures 
reliable supplies for consumers, and is vital 
in times of scarcity caused by natural or 
man-made calamities. Imports thus play 
a vital role in ensuring food security and 
uplifting people’s overall well-being.

Finally, imports facilitate the transfer of 
knowledge and technology, essential for 
innovation and technological advancement. 
Domestic industries benefit from access 
to advanced technologies, machinery, and 
expertise from other countries, with which 
they can enhance their capabilities and 
improve production processes. This not only 
boosts productivity but also helps local firms 
become competitive in the global market.

Imports are not the enemy; it’s the lack 
of competition that is. Importation is not a 
sin. The less restrictive and selective it is 
and the more it is open to anyone, the less 
there would be profiteering merchants in 
our midst—and the better all Filipinos would 
be for it.

----------------cielito.habito@gmail.com
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Please register thru the following link: 
 

https://forms.gle/xonTxE2ArxfGTWdCA
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