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The Trouble with Rice Sufficiency


Filipino politicians have repeated the mantra of rice self sufficiency for decades.  Not to import rice has been equated with everything good and importing rice has been considered as prima facie evidence of failure of Government.  One of the foremost agribusiness economists of the country, Dr. Rolando Dy, who hails from Mindanao, is trying to disabuse our policy makers from this erroneous thinking.  The Philippines can never be competitive with countries like Thailand and Vietnam in the production of rice because of our archipelagic geography.  We don't have the contiguous land masses and massive river basins that these two top rice exporters of the world have.  Rice is an extremely water-intensive crop and the Philippines is not exactly awash with water.  


Dr. Dy laments our having invested in the impossible task of rice sufficiency which involved the tremendous opportunity costs of neglecting such other crops as coconut, vegetables, fruits, palm oil and other agricultural commodities that could have given our small farmers larger incomes.  Dr. Dy was working for the World Bank in the early 1980s when he saw at close range the wise decision of Malaysia not to try for rice self-sufficiency.  Realizing that the farms in Malaysia could earn more incomes for the farmers if they were planted to rubber and palm oil, the policy makers there considered that producing only 60 to 70 percent of the national rice requirements while importing the rest from such countries as Thailand and Vietnam was sufficient for food security and beneficial to the farmers.  As he said in a recent lecture at the Department of Agriculture Office in Quezon City, the overriding goal for a sustainable and globally competitive agribusiness is to make farming profitable to the farmer.  This may mean helping the small farmer diversify away from rice into higher-value products like vegetables and fruits.  The Philippines does not have to be self-sufficient in rice.  The nation as a whole can use the higher incomes that will be obtained from products in which the Philippines is more competitive (such as coconut, bananas, pineapples, vegetables and fruits) to import part of its rice requirements.


Especially in the provinces surrounding Metro Manila, like Batangas, Cavite, Laguna, Quezon, Bulacan, Nueva Ecija, Pampanga, etc. small farmers should be helped with both better infrastructures, technology, and financing to grow high-value products rather than rice (or sugar).  The fixation on rice self-sufficiency should end.  We cannot allow the traumatic experiences of a few crisis years like 2007 during which the price of rice went sky high to dictate our total agricultural policy.  In normal periods, open trade with such countries such Thailand and Vietnam can provide us with sufficient rice imports at reasonable prices to also promote the welfare of 90 million Filipinos.  The Philippines should join other developing countries to put pressure on developed countries that still subsidize heavily their rice production.  Over the long run, fair trade is the key to promoting the welfare of consumers all over the world.


I hope that the policy makers in the next Government will listen to the policy advice of people like Dr. Rolando Dy, who heads the Center for Food and Agribusiness of the University of Asia and the Pacific.  His views on rice and other agricultural commodities are contained in a recent best-seller entitled Food for Thought:  published by the University of Asia and the Pacific.  This book can be purchased in leading bookstores in the Philippines.  I suggest to all candidates for political positions, from the Presidency to the lowest local office, to read this book.  The ideas contained there will help people in both the Government and the private sector prepare for the next world crisis which will no longer be in energy but in food and water.  For comments, my email address is bvillegas@uap.edu.ph.
