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A BLESSING IN DISGUISE

My friends and professional colleagues know that I have been a voice in the wilderness for decades calling for more investments in countryside infrastructures in order to help the Filipino farmers to be more productive.  I have repeated time and again, almost like a mantra, the phrases "irrigation systems, farm-to-market roads, post-harvest facilities and other infrastructures in the countryside."   That is why I should be jumping for joy about the news flashed all over the world that the "world's biggest rice importer" (a.k.a. the Philippines) intends to halt imports by 2010 by going on a spending spree on irrigation and farm support aimed at boosting production.


Of course, I am overjoyed to learn that President Gloria Macapagal Arroyo has ordered a big increase in spending to boost rice production, allocating more than 40 billion pesos a year for construction and repair of irrigation systems, farm-to-market roads, distribution of special seeds and additional state lending to farmers.  The ongoing world crisis of surging food prices and temporary shortages of basic commodities are moving our leaders to be more aggressive in correcting the huge errors in the past of neglecting agricultural development in favor of inward-looking industrialization.  


But my economic sense tells me that I should issue a word of warning that decisions with long-term repercussions made during moments of crisis should not be done in haste.  Self-sufficiency in rice seems to be an attractive goal right now because of a tighter global rice supply, soaring prices and rising food protectionism in exporting countries like Thailand and Vietnam.   This situation is expected to last at least for the next five to ten years, at least as regards the higher prices.  It is possible, though, that there can be a significant increase in the production of rice in the coming years as countries follow the example of the Philippines.  Export quotas may eventually be removed by the more efficient producers of rice.


Already, the United Nation has announced that world rice production is expected to rise by almost 2 per cent this year, taking pressure off the tight supply situation in key producing countries.  The U.N.'s Food and Agriculture Organization said that the 1.8 per cent rise--12 million tons--would benefit the main Asian producers as well as Africa, Latin America and Europe.  The outlook is less bright in Australia and the U.S.  In the former, a dismal harvest is expected because of continuing drought.  In the latter, farmers had switched to more profitable crops.  But again, these are temporary phenomena.


Although we should implement aggressively the plan of President Arroyo to build all those countryside infrastructures to increase the production of rice so we can minimize the need for rice imports in the near future, the policy of self-sufficiency should not be cast in stone.  First, the welfare of the 2 million rice farmers requires some flexibility in their own decisions on what to grow in their respective farms.  Once they have improved irrigation systems, farm-to-market roads, etc. they may realize that three to five years from now--especially if they are located close to urban centers-- their one to two-hectare farms may make much more money if they plant vegetables, fruits, or even cut flowers.  If there are enough of them who decide to shift away from palay in order to improve their economic conditions, we may have to consider again importing rice from other countries that by then may have a surplus of the commodity.  My point is self-sufficiency is not a hard-and-fast rule if we are really thinking of the welfare of the small farmers.  Importing rice should always be an option.


Secondly, there are at least 13 million households (about 78 million Filipinos) who are consumers but not producers of rice.  The welfare of these Filipinos--more than one-fourth of them living below the poverty line--requires that we keep the price of rice as affordable as possible to the masses.  If the last fifty years of global food production were to be our guide, we should be able to say with certainty that the present acute shortage will not last.  The price of rice may never go back to $200 per metric ton but neither is it expected to stay for too long over its present level of $700 per ton.  It may be at $300 at no time at all.  What I am saying is that we should not dogmatize self-sufficiency in any commodity.  The welfare of the farmers and that of the consumers require enough flexibility.  There are no absolutes in economics.  Absolutes exist only in philosophy and theology.


But as along as the crisis lasts, we should do everything possible to increase our own production of rice.  We should also do what Senator Mar Roxas has recommended:  to take the lead in calling for an ASEAN Leaders' Summit to address the crisis and ensure food security in the region.  As the Senator aptly remarked: "ASEAN has in its membership the world's two biggest rice exporters and the world's biggest rice importer.  The proposed ASEAN Leaders' Summit has the opportunity to ease the fear and crisis that is gripping both the producing farmers and consumer families across ASEAN and the region.  This kind of crisis is exactly why ASEAN exists.  ASEAN must address and intervene in this crisis to prove to the world that it can take the lead in the political and economic integration of its member-nations."


Indeed, the present rice crisis is a blessing in disguise.  It is accelerating decisions that should have been made long ago.  But better late than never.  For comments, my email address is bvillegas@uap.edu.ph. 
