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MANILA: After six months at the helm in the Philippines,
Rodrigo Duterte has been touting just two achievements of
his presidency - a vicious war on drugs and a surprise alliance
with his country’s bitter rival, China. Yet behind the curse-
laden bluster and populist demagoguery that has defined
Duterte’s rule, he presides over one of the world’s fastest
growing economies, and has put cabinet colleagues to work
on drafting reforms and legislation to tackle the economy’s
most stubborn structural problems.

Advisers say Duterte’s economic successes come from
using a strategy he honed as the long-time mayor of Davao
City at a national level. He concentrates on busting crime and
deliberately delegates the handling of the economy to oth-
ers. By his own admission, Duterte says he is no expert on the
economy and leaves it to “the bright guys” in his cabinet.
Economic Planning Secretary Ernesto Pernia sees the presi-
dent only twice monthly and rarely hears feedback. He said
Duterte was focused almost entirely on crime and drugs.

“That has been his obsession,” he told Reuters. “He essen-
tially leaves other issues and concerns to the cabinet.” The
strategy seems to have worked so far although economists
are beginning to question how long it can last. “That’s what
we’re hoping for, that his core economic team can prevail,”
said Bank of the Philippine Islands (BPI) economist Emilio S.
Neri. “The fundamentals are there but we are leaning towards
deficit spending and stimulus-driven growth and some
unsustainable populist policies are worrisome.”

At the national level, Duterte’s signature campaigns have
included his tilt toward China while turning his back on long-
term ally the United States in addition to the war on drugs.
He rarely mentions it, but the economy has boomed under
his watch, although some of the gains have been ascribed to
the previous administration’s policies and Duterte’s decision
to retain them. Growth reached an annual 7.1 percent in the
third quarter of the year, Asia’s second highest and the coun-
try’s strongest quarter in three years. The government
expects full-year growth around 7 percent.

The economy is expected to grow 6.5-7.5 percent in 2017,
but there are worries that Duterte’s erratic behavior could
impact policy, with political risk over his drugs crackdown
and foul-mouthed outbursts at some big donors and
investors. Markets have signaled their concern. In the six
months since Duterte took over, the main stock index has lost
nearly 20 percent in dollar terms and is among the worst per-
formers in Asia. Over the same period, the peso currency is
down around 5 percent to the dollar, but other currencies in
the region are also depressed.

Decisive leadership
But Duterte has plenty of supporters, who say his decisive

leadership and intolerance of bad governance will be a long-
term boon for the economy. In Davao City, he helped lure
investors, dramatically cut red tape and fired inept officials. In
2014, Davao saw growth of a 9.3 percent, compared to 6.1
percent nationwide.

Analaysts at Nomura have said his populist, development-
centred approach suggests he is “strongly motivated” to
address the Philippines’ biggest weakness - infrastructure.

Expenditure on infrastructure, including on flood manage-
ment schemes, ports, a rapid-transit bus system and a rail
line, makes up a quarter of next year’s record $67 billion
budget. Consumer spending is strong, helped by $22 billion
of remittances in the first 10 months from Filipinos overseas,
a 4 percent rise. Unemployment was a record low 4.7 percent
in the third quarter, from 5.7 percent a year earlier.

“He should deserve credit,” Finance Secretary Carlos
Dominguez told Reuters. “Unfortunately, people are always
looking at the controversial statements. But if you judge it, he
has done an excellent job ...the important thing is the trust
and confidence of businesses in him is very high.”

Duterte’s volatility and seemingly unilateral foreign policy
has caused jitters and confusion, especially when he turned
hostile towards the United States and then started cosying up
to China, with which the Philippines has a history of mistrust
over the South China Sea. Duterte announced his “separation”
from the United States in Beijing in October, shocking even
his own ministers, who scrambled to assure investors - with-
out his consent - that his policy was to diversify, not sever ties.
It’s a gambit that could pay off, with an intractable dispute
with Beijing now on the back burner and China pledging to
provide the Philippines with billions of dollars in infrastructure
loans and ramp up farm and fisheries imports.—Reuters 

TOKYO: Mascot of Japan’s Kumamoto Prefecture Kumamon (2nd R) rings a bell with a wooden hammer beside women’s
wrestling four time Olympic champion Kaori Icho (R) during the closing ceremony to celebrate the last trading day of
2016 at the Tokyo Stock Exchange. — AFP 

TOKYO: Tokyo’s benchmark stock
index ended a volatile 2016 on a
down note yesterday, but still hit the
highest year-end close in two decades
on optimism over the incoming US
government. President-elect Donald
Trump’s surprise election victory last
month has sparked a rally in global
equity markets and pushed the dollar
higher on expectations of big govern-
ment spending and a rise in interest
rates. “Trump was a game changer,”
said Hisao Matsuura, chief strategist
at Nomura Securities. Matsuura said
that early this year investors had
grown weary of accommodative cen-
tral bank monetary policies while
recognising that their effectiveness
was waning. “So the fiscal stimulus
from the US, even if it’s not happen-
ing now, is positive news,” he said.
“The market is changing from mone-
tary to fiscal policies.”

Japan’s benchmark Nikkei 225
index rose 0.42 percent in 2016 to
close at 19,114.37, marking the fifth
consecutive annual increase and
highest year-end finish since 1996
when it  ended at 19,361.35.
Yesterday, however, it lost 0.16 per-
cent, or 30.77 points, taking its down-
ward lead from the US overnight.  The
broader Topix index of all first-section
shares was unable to keep pace this

year, losing 1.85 percent to 1,518.61,
snapping four years of gains.

It managed to edge up 0.01 per-
cent, or 0.22 points yesterday. The
Nikkei fell below the psychologically
important 15,000 mark in late June
after Britain’s vote to exit the EU pum-
meled world markets, while a strong
yen hit Japanese exporters. But the
index regained vigor since Trump was
elected as dealers bet his plans for big
spending and tax cuts will fan infla-
tion and force the Federal Reserve to
more aggressively hike interest rates-
sending the dollar soaring against the
yen. A weaker yen is generally good
for profits for Japanese companies
doing business abroad, stoking
demand for their shares.

‘Optimistic scenario’ 
Analysts were generally upbeat on

the prospects for Japanese equities in
2016. “We expect the Nikkei to go
beyond 21,000 points in 2017,” said
Kazuhiro Takahashi, equity senior
strategist at Daiwa Securities. “It
could even appreciate to 23,000
points”, he added. “That’s the opti-
mistic scenario.”

Shares in troubled Toshiba jumped
Friday following a three-day bloodlet-
ting in which investors dumped the
stock over expectations of a massive

one-time loss. Toshiba rose 9.43 per-
cent to 283.1 yen after losing some 40
percent from Tuesday through to
Thursday. The company this week
warned of a possible loss of several
billion dollars in its US nuclear busi-
ness but said the exact figure had yet
to be determined, which fuelled
investor anxiety.  “Some players
bought on dips today but it’s still
uncertain if Toshiba shares will con-
tinue to recover next year,”  said
Hikaru Sato, senior technical analyst
at the investment strategy section at
Daiwa Securities.

Auto parts maker Takata surged
21.21 percent to 857 yen, adding to a
16.47 percent jump the day before
after news it is close to settling a US
criminal probe into an exploding
airbag scandal. Market heavyweight
Fast Retailing was down 1.94 percent
at 41,830 yen, Sony fell 0.72 percent at
3,275 yen, while Nissan declined 0.42
percent at 1,175.5 yen. 

In currencies, the dollar bought
116.80 yen in Tokyo, up modestly from
116.63 yen in New York. On Wall
Street, the Dow Jones Industrial
Average shed 0.1 percent to 19,819.78.
The broad-based S&P 500 slipped mar-
ginally to 2,249.26, while the tech-rich
Nasdaq Composite Index dropped 0.1
percent to 5,432.09. —AFP 
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