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Stratbase ADR Institute Chairman Amb. Albert del Rosario and President 

Professor Dindo Manhit, distinguished fellow speakers and business 

leaders, other esteemed guests; friends, ladies and gentlemen: 

 

It is my honor to be part of this high-level forum that highlights the major 

role of the private sector in our economic recovery. In the past year through 

this pandemic, we have seen evidence that when government enables, the 

private sector can make things happen. This theme is therefore an all-time 

relevant framework especially as I focus on the topic assigned to me this 

morning, that of “Calibrated Re-opening of the Economy”. 

 

Business organizations had been harping on the further re-opening of the 

economy in the past months, with many signals pointing to the justified 

need for it, while continuing to strictly implement the basic health and safety 

protocols. This has remained our stand to this day, even as the number of 

Covid-19 cases has reportedly gone up and we had been placed under this 

NCR+ bubble.  

 

We know that as a result of this pandemic and other natural calamities, the 

Philippines suffered its worst economic decline since 1947, slipping into 

recession with a record GDP contraction of 9.5 percent last year, ending 22 
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years of growth1. Of this, total goods exports dropped 10.1% to $63.77 

billion in 2020. The decline in performance continued on to January this 

year, with merchandise exports shrinking by 5.2% to $5.490 billion in 

January after a revised 1.7% yearly growth in December 2020 and 9.4% in 

January 2020. The January record marked its first fall following two straight 

months of year-on-year expansion. I mentioned exports because it is still a 

major economic driver, accounting for some 30% of the country’s GDP. 

And we see further huge economic loss even if this new lockdown is only 

good for two weeks. This will cost billions because we are reversing the 

growth momentum just for very small impacts. 

 

Also critical to note here are that the jobs of some 4.5 million Filipinos who 

were either laid off permanently or temporarily last year is at stake, not to 

mention those in the informal sector. At an unemployment rate of 10.3 

percent, this is so far the highest in 15 years2. [Sir this speech is quite long 

already. You only have 15 minutes. You may wish to skip this part but I did 

not delete for reference in case you need for the Q&A. Latest Department of 

Labor and Employment (DOLE) statistics showed that some 46,000 

additional workers permanently lost their jobs last month as quarantine 

restrictions to contain the spread of Covid-19 continue to disrupt business 

operations. This brings the total job losses to 71,744 last month from 

25,226 in January. The DOLE report said that retrenchment was mostly 

observed in small enterprises (42 percent or 1,159), while there is higher 

incidence of permanent closure in micro enterprises (52 percent or 177). 

                                                           
1
 BusinessWorld, Feb. 24, 2021 

2
 Philippine Statistics Authority 
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Most displaced workers were under construction (26% or 18,332) and other 

service activities (19% or 13,458) sectors. Other sectors which registered a 

significant spike in permanently displaced workers are administrative and 

support service activities (7,952); manufacturing (6,491); transportation and 

storage (5,218); accommodation and food service activities (4,086); and 

wholesale and retail trade, repair of motor vehicles and motorcycles 

(4,037). The number of temporarily displaced workers last month also 

tripled to 324,185 compared to 108,089 in January. Most, or the 227 

temporarily displaced in February were engaged in flexible work 

arrangements such as reduced workdays, forced leaves and 

telecommuting, while the remaining 96,779 were affected by temporary 

closure of their establishments.] But what is more worrisome is that more 

big businesses like Makati Shangri-la and Philippine Airlines either 

closed or downsized operations, adding to the unemployment that may 

cause social unrest if not addressed.  

 

Based on the very slow reopening of business with the medical and the 

military making decisions for the domestic economy, we see business 

recovery to start only next year. Our January survey showed that there 

are members that are still trying to reopen, while many remain closed.  

 

By espousing the further re-opening of the economy, do we care less about 

the reported surging Covid-19 cases? Of course not. It makes business 

sense to ensure that consumers feel confident enough to go out again and 

contribute to moving the economy. The increased number of Covid-19 

cases in the past weeks maybe alarming to many, but this can be totally 
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misleading due to the possible false positives among the infected 

individuals. I will go back to this point again later. And this is why since day 

1 last year, we had been advocating for concrete, practical, less costly 

measures to help both government and private sector contribute to 

suppressing the spread of the virus. Let me quickly go through them. 

 

First and foremost, suspend the Data Privacy Act to facilitate contact 

tracing. By doing so, we reverse the process of finding infected people to 

making voluntary disclosures happen, the way many government officials 

and high-profile personalities came out in the open as part of the safety 

measures. With this information, they can immediately be isolated while the 

rest of the family and community members can go on with their lives.  

 

Second, as people volunteer to this disclosure, there should be medical-

grade quarantine centers in strategic barangays where they can be isolated 

and treated well, and not take their chance in their houses where they can 

further infect others, some worn out tents or neglected buildings. Just as 

we are concerned with vaccine storage facilities, we need to ensure that we 

continue to put up and maintain such quarantine centers as part of 

confidence building, prevention of further infections and continuing 

economic activities. This is also one area where government can help 

address the current unemployment issues particularly in non-essential 

sectors, by engaging people for the set-up and upkeep of these facilities. 

These can remain useful even after Covid-19 as health and wellness 

centers in LGUs. 
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We then welcome the announcement from Isolation czar and Public Works 

Secretary Mark Villar who recently said in a news report that the 

government is preparing 720 more quarantine facilities to be built by April 

to add to the current 600. This will translate to some 26,000 Covid-19 beds 

in total from the existing 22,000. The focus is on augmenting the capacity in 

the National Capital Region, again the epicenter of new cases and where 

3.2 million people or ¼ of its population are now hungry due to GCQ . This 

is based on the report of NEDA Sec. Karl Chua to the IATF on March 23. 

Compare this with the total nationwide Covid-19 cases of 671,792 of which 

80,970 were active cases and deaths of 12,972 as of March 22. 

 

Third, as we test and identify Covid-19 patients, let us be extra careful not 

to dwell on the number of positive cases, mindful that although infectious, 

Covid-19 is not as deadly as the other viruses that struck in the past. Nor is 

it the cause of most deaths in the Philippines in 20203. NEDA data in fact 

shows that there are more deaths from heart attack, diabetes, pneumonia 

and other illnesses because people either could not go to hospitals for their 

treatment, or they do not have the money to pay for these treatments4.  

 

Not that we do not care about the Covi-19 fatality rate which should in fact 

be the point of analysis so the right interventions can be arrived at. To the 

credit of technology, modern science and our capacity building, the death 

rate appears to have really slowed down. We just need to analyze where 

the deaths are, who are dying and why. In this context, studies on the 

effective use of Ivermectin as prophylaxis are indeed worth looking at. 
                                                           
3
 NEDA/Sec. Karl Chua report to IATF on March 23, 2021 

4
 NEDA/Sec. Karl Chua report to IATF on March 23, 2021 
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Incidentally, I and my household members had been taking this like 

vitamins as we wait for the vaccine. 

 

Back to data gathering and analysis, I have repeatedly raised the alarm 

against so called “experts” who keep generating frightening numbers that 

are not helping at all. Instead of openly talking about these data, these 

“experts” whom we cannot anyway hold accountable, should just share 

them with the Department of Health or IATF for processing and use as they 

see fit.  

 

Fourth, in improving market confidence, we are obviously also concerned 

about the implementation of vaccine. In many fora and news reports, 

government has affirmed that it will shoulder the cost and procurement of 

the vaccines. Finance Secretary Carlos Dominguez III assured of a P75 

billion budget to cover the inoculation requirements of about 55 percent or 

at least 50 million Filipinos. As we speak, Sinovac and Astra Zeneca 

vaccines are already being distributed nationwide, even as we expect more 

to come. Unfortunately, it appears like our workers are at the bottom of the 

list of LGU priorities.  

 

Relevant to this, we have openly raised the issue of easing the 

procurement process of these vaccines by the private sector which can 

handle this faster and even better. This can mean amending Section 5 of 

RA 11525 on the vaccine implementation. We can advance the money, 

contact the same government suppliers with EUA and facilitate the 

implementation even in remote mining areas. Note that anything that the 



7 

 

private sector buys will mean savings from the P75 billion vaccine budget 

of government. In return, we expect that the government will extend the 

indemnity guarantee on these private sector purchases as needed by the 

suppliers.  

 

Fifth, a very critical requirement to increase economic activities is 

deploying public transportation. This was re-affirmed by the results of the 

same survey of PHILEXPORT in January this year that cited insufficient 

transportation as the reason why many of our members are not fully 

operating at this point. Most of our members are exporters who are 

supposed to be allowed to operate through the quarantine while complying 

with the protocols.  

 

We believe that government should just allow all health-compliant and 

road-worthy PUVs to ply their routes again. We can attend to the 

modernization program later. The Employers Confederation of the 

Philippines (ECOP), in a joint statement with three major labor groups, has 

also espoused service contracting that will ensure some take home pay of 

our transport workers, prevent passenger competition, and help the 

government enforce public health standards for the millions of our workers 

who risk unsafe travel to reach their workplaces.  

 

Mobility is obviously a very critical intervention in our thrust to move goods 

and people swiftly to address the shorter supply of basic goods and raw 

materials that artificially jacked up their prices and prompted calls for higher 

wages. While we sympathize with our employees and labor groups hurting 
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from high prices of basic goods and services because of these policies, it 

really is counterproductive to raise salaries if that means businesses 

closing shop because of additional costs. On the first day of this NCR 

bubble status, we were already given leads of LGUs that have imposed 

roadblocks and additional permits that make the transport of goods difficult, 

if not costly and impossible. Relaxing lockdowns would mean more 

businesses can restart operations and hopefully restore profits so that 

higher salaries may be supported.  

 

Our priority now is to keep the jobs that we still have. Despite financial 

constraints, employers have tried to comply with safety and health 

protocols as part of the Occupational Safety and Health law, as well as 

maintain as many of our workers to the extent that our resources will allow. 

We have likewise adopted technology and implemented flexi work 

arrangements as part of business continuity program to help the economy. 

 

Finally in our list of recovery measures, we anticipate the passage of 

laws such as the CREATE bill which is expected to attract more and the 

right kinds of `investments particularly in underdeveloped regions in the 

country. For the same reason, we likewise support, among others, the 

amendments to the Public Services Act, Magna Carta for MSMEs that will 

free the SB Corporation from its regulatory accountability under the Bangko 

Sentral ng Pilipinas, Warehouse Receipts bill that aims to expand MSME 

lending with the use of movable collaterals, and amendments to the 

Charters of agencies such as the Philippine Ports Authority to help reduce 

the cost of shipping.  
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Conclusion 

These proposals should be taken as a package, as they will be addressing 

various aspects of business operations towards recovery, resilience and 

eventual resurgence.  The government expects the economy to expand 

from 6.5% to 7.5% this year, although international economic think tanks 

project the Philippine economy to achieve as much as 8% this year, higher 

than its earlier target of 7.7%.  

 

As you might have also read from the papers, we have downgraded our 

export targets for this year and 2022 to reflect the extent of the impact of 

the pandemic. We are now aiming for $105 billion instead of $122 billion to 

$130.8 billion in goods and services exports by 2022 for what should have 

been an annual growth rate of 8.89 to 9.96%. Until November last year, 

Philippine export performance remains below East Asian economies, 

specifically China, Taiwan, Vietnam, and Korea, that are leading global 

trade recovery5. 

 

We then sincerely hope that the coming elections, including politicking that 

distorts Covid-19 interventions, will not distract us from priorities that will 

find solutions to these challenges and make us achieve our recovery and 

growth targets.  

 

Thank you and good morning. 

                                                           
5
 Philippine Star, Feb. 11, 2021 


