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New access to Spanish aid
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Philippine Daily Inquirer

* * *

I ran into Agriculture Undersecretary Bernadette Romulo-Puyat over the holidays and she sounded quite
upset about the wholesale condemnation of the 33 legislators who went with President Macapagal-
Arroyo during her state visit to Spain. Puyat said many of them worked so hard to help the country
obtain various memoranda of agreement with Spain. Since she’s with the agriculture department, Puyat
cited gains in that sector and acknowledged the participation of Sen. Edgardo Angara and Rep.
Abraham Mitra of Palawan, chairs of the agricultural committees of the two chambers of Congress, Sen.
Miguel Zubiri, author of the Biofuels Law, Senate foreign relations committee chair Miriam Santiago,
Deputy Speaker Amelita Villarosa, Representatives Dato Arroyo, House agricultural vice chair, Mark
Enverga, Martin Romualdez and Monico Puentevella. All these legislators, she stressed, joined the
agriculture officials, led by Secretary Arthur Yap, in their meetings with the Spanish firm Abengoa
Bionergy and the Agencia Española Cooperación International.

* * *

Puyat said special mention goes to Mitra, who went a day ahead of the official delegation, paid for his
own fare via Thai Airways, to help the government seal the $200-million investment in Palawan of the
Spanish firm Bionor (no, Mitra didn’t bring his mother, Cecile Blanco-Mitra, as alleged in some media
outfits). A subsidiary of the publicly listed CIE Automotive, Bionor will finance the development of
jatropha feedstock production starting the first quarter of next year, with nursery sites in Narra,
Lourdes, Aborlan and Puerto Princesa, as well as the establishment of extraction and distillery plants in
the next three years.

* * *

Because of the Biofuels Law, Puyat said, two of the biggest investments of Spain became possible.
Aside from Bionor’s investments, the other deal involves an estimated $250 million from Abengoa, a
Madrid-based bio-ethanol technology company, in cultivating cassava as feedstock and providing the
design engineering and machinery supply required for such plantation, and the possibility of establishing
bio-ethanol plants in the Philippines. The Philippine Agricultural Development and Commercial Corp. has
offered Abengoa 50,000 hectares in Ozamis City for cassava growing.

* * *

Puyat subsequently faxed me a list of the memoranda signed by Yap and his counterpart, Minister Elena
Espinosa, and other officials, stressing that it’s the first time that the DA would be able to access grants
from its Spanish counterpart, particularly in agriculture and fisheries (until recently such grants had to be
accessed from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs or Trade). These include P57.2 million in feasibility studies
of biofuels and P25 million for blue-fin tuna development; about P70 million for the sustainable
management of coastal resources in Bicol and the Caraga region, and the development of a marine
culture park in Casiguran, Aurora. The various MOAs, with draw-down of funds scheduled for the coming
first quarter, will also provide advanced technologies in crops, fruits and vegetable processing.

* * *

One of the most significant MOAs was signed by Yap and Fundacion Codespa, a Spanish development
NGO chaired by Crown Prince Felipe. Though Codespa operates in 17 countries around the world,
including Vietnam, China and RP, the MOA with RP was its first with a foreign government agency.
Moreover, projects in RP are being readied for the possible visit of the Spanish heir to the throne next
year. Puyat said the Codespa MOA identified priority areas here such as microfinance for farmers and
fisherfolk and technology transfers. Previous Codespa projects here were worth 1.6 million euros,
including a business packaging center in Iloilo worth 300,000 euros.

* * *

A lot of activities have been planned for the year-long celebration of the 60th anniversary of diplomatic
relations between France and the Philippines. Lantern makers from Pampanga offered to send beautiful
parols to light up the Champs Élysées in Paris, from the Arc de Triomphe to the Place de la Concorde, but
I understand that the mayor of Paris didn’t allow this as it would go against the traditional lighting of the
avenue (Paris’ loss, definitely). Instead, another venue for the Pampanga lanterns is being studied. At the
Talmart Gallery near Georges Pompidou Center in Paris, a month-long exhibit, titled “Steady,” by
Sanlikha, a group of Filipino artists in various fields such as fine arts, film, music, etc., opened with 15
recent canvases and three sculptures of minimalist Filipino painter Miguel Salazar, who hails from
Caloocan and grew up in Quezon City before moving to France. Ambassador to France Jose Abeto Zaide
was guest of honor.

The opening night was complemented by the showing of a 40-minute film in French, “Mambabarang sa
Paris” (Sorciers Philippins à Paris) by award-winning filmmaker Glenn Cruz, and video installations by two
Pinoy artists based in Paris and founding members of Sanlikha: Gaston Damag and Sandra Palomar
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(daughter of our good friend, West Point graduate Gus Palomar and wife Letty). The film was also shown
simultaneously at the Magnet Gallery in Katipunan, Quezon City. To the artists on both sides of the globe,
the simultaneous opening was “a concrete and symbolic way to show that after 60 years, relations
between France and the Philippines are undeniably solid, steady and very appropriately synchronized.”
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