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 Let them
eat kamote?

Explonng vanous optwns

g anud rising prices of rice,

Trade and Industry Sgcretary'

Alfredo Pascual has raised the

idea of Flllpmos considering
alternatives to the staple. Pas-
cual stressed that he was not
proposing the dietadjustment

_at this time. But he said that

- when he was presxdtnt of the

'University of the Philippines,

astudy was conducted on mix-

ing white corn with rice as an.

alternative to ’100~pert!ent rice.
Although Pascual clarified

- that he was not proposing the
dietary adjustment, the story -

- drew mixed reactions. The

'a

Federatlon of Free Farmei‘s

.supported it, 'gaymg it ‘was.
" better than more rice im

such as bread, sweet potato
and white corn, the easing of
supply pressure would bring
down rice prices.

Sweet potato and white

corn, however, are more ex-
pensive than the most afford-
able rice. There are varieties

of imported sweet potato that ‘

retail for P130 to P150 a kilo.
Still, if enough of the segment
of the population that can af-
ford those items switch their

carb preferences, it could still

mean less demand for rice.
Pascual stressed that the

focus of the government con-

tinues to be raising farm pro- -

5 ductlwty and farmers’ income

wh:,le ensuring rice supply

: 3 - @nd price s’ia‘blilty Mean-
- tation, and it would p e while, President Marc o

f

a market for farmers’ other portedly supports a review of
~ crops. Pascual had said sweet Republic Act 11203, the Rice
potato or kamote can also be a Tariffication Law, to give the

rice substitute. “National Food Authority lee-
On the other hand .;nce  way in market intervention
_watchdog group Bantay '5‘-* during emergencies. RA 11203

branded Pascual’s sta.iément  barred the NFA from import-

as “anti-poor and insensitive.”

-_'“Rlce accounts for much of the

ordinary’s Flllpu;prs daily

food intake, from breakfastto
ing past P50 a kilo in recent

dinner. It is said that Filipinos
can get by with a meal of rice
and a bit of salt. Rice fills the
belly for a long time and pro-
vides the energy needed by

~ farmers in the fields. -

There’s logic in the idea
that if @‘.‘i'tamqsegments of the
popul{atmn would reduce! their "
rice. consumptmnﬂor at least

switch their source of carbo-

hydrates from rice to products

~ ingrice, limiting the agency to

the purchase of rice harvested
domestlcally
With rice retail prices surg-

days, there’s again talk about
a cartel manipulating supply
and prices. Consumers are still
waiting for criminal charges to
be brought against supposed

cartel members, whether in

connectlon with rice, sugar,
o%.lons and meats. All that the

blic wants is to see stable
food supply at reasonable

‘prices.
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How to manage prices

" s the head of the Depart-
mentof Trade and Industry |
_ (DTI), Secretary Alfredo | 4
Pascual is a key member of the
Economic Development Group |
(EDG) of advisers of President | K
Ferdinand “Bongbong” Marcos Jr. .
(PBBM). The EDG was organized @
in May this year “to harmonize, -

coordinate, complement, and synergize government
efforts, with particular focus on mhgw inflation and
fostering inclusive and sustained growth.”
Prior to his Cabinet post, Pascual was the president of
the Management Association of the Philippines (MAP)
while he was an i

 System
hairntan 7 and as
Bank (ADB) for 19 years (1969-
tthe Asian Institute of Manage-
- ‘Obviously, the 75*318% old Pa: : )
. academic discussion of '
once actively engaged in manz %
- “Qur country has always I 7ery
e e o fhirough by b al di-
sasters, we're able to rise up. In economic crisis when
businesses go down, we're able to rise up and always
optimistic. Eventually, we are recovering and our hope
has always been there,” Pascual cited in his opening
spiel during our Kapihan sa Manila Bay news.forum last
Wednesday. = ! ;

As DTI Secretary, he
vows to turn some of the
“hopeful things” that all

“Filipinos want to achieve
— affordable prices of rice
and other basic goods on
the table. . :

Pascual hopes to strike
a balance on the competing needs of the big businesses,
manufacturers and producers with that of the traders

"‘and the middlemen, on the other hand, and the con-
sumers in particular. The DTI also attends to the micro,

“small and medium enterprises or MSMEs to survive
competition, he added.

Pascual injects these, hopes in his discussions with
his fellow Cabinet officials at the EDG that is co-chaired
by Finance Secretary Benjamin Diokno and National
Economic and Development Authority (NEDA) Secre-
tary Arsenio M. Balisacan. Among others, the EDG was
tasked to provide recommendations and policy advice to
PBBM on government programs, projects, and policies
on pressing economic issues and problems.

On the short-term measures, the EDG seeks to miti-

“For now, we're
monitoring the move-
ments of the oil prices
and all other important
inputs,” the DTI Secre-
tary disclosed.

ate food inflation. In the medium-term, the EDG set -

1e goal to boost the productivity and reéiiienéi'( of the
agriculture sector by promoting private investment.in
facilities, transport, and logistics systems to bring safe
and nutritious food closer to consumers. = © ©

' course, to
‘the Department of Agriculture (DA).

helm of the President. - .

Pascual sought to underscore that the primary man-
date of the DTI, among other functions, is to implement
the “Price Act” in which the agency must ensure strict
compliance to the Suggested Retail Prices (SRP) of basic
goods and commodities. The SRF, he clarified, is not
“price control” but only serves as guide. It requires sell-
ers and retailers to not sell by more than 10 percent of the
cost of manufactured good or processed food product.
More than that allowable increase can be considered
“profiteering” already, he warned, and can be penalized
in fines up to imprisonment.

Aside from profiteers, the DTI is empowered to go
after hoarders, cartel operators, and other price ma-
nipulators. :

To go on all out anti-competitive activities, Pascual
announced the DTI would soon tie up with the Philip-
pine Com%etition Commission to strengthen the gov-
ernment’s hands.

Reiterating the role of DTI in price monitoring, Pas-
cual declined, however, to go into specific measures to
curb the rising prices of agriculture crops from rice and
onions in the public markets. It was in deference, of
ho is concurrently the Secretary of

Pascual, however sought to highlight the “relentless
efforts” to increase the productivity of farms, improving
the logistics and value chain through the DA under the

- In a press sta Mala Palace issued also
on Wednesday, P ordered the DA and the DTI to
crackdown on rice hoarding and price manipulation and
a close monitoring of rice prices over reports the price of -
staple hitting as high as P56 per kilo in the public markets.

In the press statement, lggBM M was quoted citing the
1try’s rice supply is sufficient but prices are “very
variable.” i

~ The same statement claimed the government has
been closely working with the private sector to rational-
ize the prices and make available affordable rice in the

- marketand in Kadiwa stores that were revived by PBBM.

Kadiwa is a program started by the administration of his
namesake father, the late President Ferdinand Marcos Sr.

Meanwhile, adjustments in the SRPs of basic neces-
sities and prime commodities are currently on hold,
according to the DTI chief. Pascual confirmed there are

- pending requests for d[i:rice increases from manufactur-

ers of sardines, and other manufactured food products,
“For now, we're monitoring the movements of the oil
prices and all other important inputs,” Pascual disclosed.
Earlier this month, the DTI reported 13 manufacturers
of food products have pending price increase requests
covering a total of 43 shelf keeping units (SKUs). They are
seeking for a one-percent to five-percent price increase or
from P0.10 to P7.27 in various products such as canned
sardines, evaporated milk, powdered milk, coffee, instant
noodles, bottled water and canned meat, among others.
In contrast, non-food item manufacturers are request-
ing a six-percent to 10-percent price increase or from
P1.50 to P9.75. These manufacturers claimed having
incurred heavy losses due to high raw material costs,
especially those being imported. _ ;
Unfortunately, he rued, the Philippines remains de-
pendent on imported goods despite the country’s being
rich in natural processes. ; :
In a bid “to manage the prices,” Pascual conceded on
the need to embark on “concerted” actions of all govern-
‘ment agencies, not just the DA and the DTL. Lk
1 by . ‘
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of Rice Tariffication Law

By BELLA CARIASO

[President Marcos backs
the review of the Rice Tar-
iffication Law (RTL) or
Republic Act 11203 to re-
turn the powers of the
National Food Authority
(NFA) amid the issue on
rice supply and spike in
prices, a ranking official of
the Department of Agricul-
ture (DA) said yesterday.
__In an interview with The
'STAR, Agriculture Assistant
Secretary and deputy spokes-
man Rex Estoperez said that
Marcos first mentioned his
support for review of the
RTL during the meeting with
stakeholders at Malacafiang
organized by the Philippine
Council for Agriculture and
Fisheries (PCAF).

“President Marcos said,
‘review what needs to be re-
viewed necessary to empower
the NFA." Its (previous func-
tions) should be returned. You
cannot totally remove its pow-
ers,” Estoperez said.

The RTL removes the vari-

| ous regulatory powers of the

NEFA, from import licensing to
warehouse inspection.
“During the dialogue with

| PCAF, the President cited the

Turn to Page 4

need to review (the RTL) and look
again at the functions of the NFA. If
there is a need to amend its mandate
like for example if you cannot buy at
P19 (per kilo of palay) what should
be done? Will it increase the buying
price, will the government provide
subsidies?” Estoperez said.
Estoperez added that Agriculture
Senior Undersecretary Domingo

. Panganiban would also recommend
' to Marcos to prioritize the amend-

ments of the RTL.

“The rice was not included in the
priority measures despite being a
staple food and it is a political com-
modity,” Estoperez said. ‘

According to Estoperez, prior to
the implementation of the RTL, the
required inventory of rice was at 90
days — 60 days for the private sector
and 30 days inventory for the NFA.
Under the RTL, the private sector

needs at least 81 days inventory and

nine days stocks for NFA.

The current remaining stock of the
NFA is only pegged at 46,000 metric
tons, good for at least 1.3 days.

At the same time, Estoperez said
that based on the dialogue with the
rice importers, they want to include
in the amendment of the RTL the
sancti011:1 of exporters who will not

§ Lem i sin iy I

He said the recommendation of
the importers will be submitted to
Panganiban, who will then submit
the feedback to Malacafiang.

On the other hand, Estoperez said
importers committed to sell 100,000
five-kilo sacks of rice at P38 per kilo
in depressed areas like Baseco to
help the poor amid the spike in retail
prices of the staple food.

Based on monitoring of the DA,

the retail Frice of local regular milled

rice is sold as high as P50 per kilo;
local well-milled rice, P52 per kilo;
local premium rice, P56 per kilo; and

local special rice, P60 per kilo while

imported rice is sold as high as P65
per kilo.

P500 M farmer’s loan

State-run Development Bank of
the Philippines (DBP) has approved
a P500-million loan to boost rice
production in Albay and contribute
to the country’s food security.

DBP has extended the credit assis-
tance to farmer cooperatives in Albay
to advance sustainable and efficient
farming practices in the province.

The financing will support the
Digital Rice Clustered Farming
(DCRF) project under the bank’s
Expandecd 1Rit:e Credit Assistance

(i Iy o LRI SIS . W e
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rlée farms :

BY JASPER EMMANUEL Y. ARCALAS
: v @jearcalas

HE Development Bank df the

Philippines (DBP) announced -

last Thursday it approved a
P500-millionloanforadigitalizedrice

farming project in Albay that seeks to

boost palay output in the province by
at least 28,000 metric tons.

The DBPsaid it granted the fund-
ing support to various farmer coop-
erativesin Albaywhowillbetheben-

eficiary of the “digital rice clustered

farming” (DCRE) project.

Accordingtothestate- -runlender,

theproject would combineadvanced

automation, precision farmingtech-

niques anddataanalyticstoincrease
' the annual yield of rice farmers by,
up to 30 percent.

“[The] DBP recognizes the im-
mense potential of this innovative
farming initiative to elevate Philip-
pine agriculture to greater heights,”
DBP president and CEO Michael O.
Jesus said. “Through this project,
[the] DBP is able to brmg forward a
revolutionary farming technologyto
the market and empower farmers to
thrive in an ever-changing agncul-,
tural landscape.”

The DCRF project was funded by
the bank’s “Expanded Rice Credit
‘Assistance” program as part of the.
Rice Competitiveness Enhancement

' Fund (RCEF). =

De Jesusexplained thatthe DCRF
project would be piloted in Albay
through the joint efforts of the Pro-

vincial Government of Albay, the -

Department of Agnculture, the Phil-
ippine Center for Postharvest Devel-

opmentand Mechanization, theNa-

tional Food Authority, and the Phil-
ippine Crop Insurance Corporation.
He added that the DCRF would
consolidate individual rice farm
holdings to achieve economies of
scale. The project has already iden-
tified five farmer cooperatives that
would participate in the clustenng

 project, according to the DBP.

“The technology-enhanced farm-
ingsolutionwouldbeutilizinga ‘digi-
tal transformation platform, which
includes the use of satellite imagery,
machine learning, and artificial in-

telligenceseentosignificantlyboost -

rice production by 28,000 metric
tonsannuallywith2,000 hectaresof
landwith upside production byupto
70,000 MT covering a cluster farm
sizeof5 OOOhectares,” deJesussaid.

_The DBP is the co-implementer
of the P1 billion annual credit bud-
get under the RCEF. From 2019,
the DBP receives P500 million to
provide credit assistance to small
palay farmers.

Created through Republic Act

11203, the RCEF is expected “to
improve the competitiveness of rice
farmers and increase their income”
as Manilaliberalized the Philippine
rice trade policy. Last year; the De-
partment of Budget and Manage-
ment(DBM)hasallocated P10billion
for the RCEE.
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DA's rice import
plan a contingency
measure — solon
The Départment of Agriculture's
(DA) plan to import 500,000 metric

tons (MT) of rice is just part of the
agency’s worst-case scenario for the

local rice supply, Quezon 1st District

Rep. Wilfrido Mark Enverga said.
In a chance interview Wednesday
afternoon, Aug. 17, Enverga, the House

Committee on Agriculture and Food

.chairman, said the DA was actually
doing the "right thing".
. “The DA is doing the right thing,
assuming that their data is right.
~ It's right that they are ensuring we
‘have alternatives which is the
Vietnam option in particular,” P>6

i DEPT. OF AGRICULTURE

'DA’s rice import plan a
contingency measure — solon 1«

Envergasaid.

Earlier Wednesday, the agri-
culture and food panel hosted a
briefing on the rice supply situa-
tion in the country amid reported
increase in the retail price of rice.
The DA assured Enverga during
the briefing that the country has
enough supply of its staple grain.

At the same time, the DAbared -

that it has recommended the im-
- portation of 500,000 MT of rice
‘between Nov. 15, 2023 and Jan.
21, 2024. Enverga said he didn't
see any inconsistencies with this.

.+ . “There are no inconsisten-

~ cies. They clarified earlier that

they are establishing channels in

the worst-case scenario. Given
the supply data that they pre-

sented, even Sinag agreed there
is enough supply,” Enverga said.
“In fact, Sinag is also appealing,

don't import anymore because
we have enough supply. And
next month, we start the harvest
[period]. This is to ensure that
our farmers won't be placed at a.
disadvantage.”

Based on conventional knowl- -
edge, too much importation
ends up hurting local farmers as
these imports compete with their

' products. ¥

“Of course, the supply is there.

- Our worry, which T also told them,

is the price should be managed.
So, we have to watch out for it

. since the situation is very ripe for

‘abuse,” Enverga said. “So, I am
thankful that [President Marcos]
has put to task DA, together
with DTI (Department of Trade

- and Industry), to make sure the

supply is not being hoarded,” he

added. (Ellson Quismorio)
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DBP digitalizes rice farmmg via #500-M fund

By EMMIE V. ABADILLA

The Development Bank of the
Philippines (DBP) has granted
P500-million funding to various
farmer cooperatives in Albay to
digitalize their practices.

The coops' “Digital Rice Clus-
tered Farming (DCRF) Project"
combines advanced automation,
precision farming techniques, and

. data analytics to optimize resource
use and increase small farmers’
annual yield by up to 30 percent,
according to DBP President and

~ Chief Executive Officer Michael O.

de Jesus.

“We recognize the immense po-
tential of this innovative farming
initiative," he added.

“Through this project, DBP brings
forward a revolutionary farming tech-
nology to the market and empower
farmers in an ever-changing agricul-
tural landscape,” he also said.

The DCRF Project is funded under
the DBP’s Expanded Rice Credit As-
sistance under the Rice Competitive-
ness Enhancement Fund (ERCA-RCEF)
which aims to promote inclusive
growth and build a stronger rice sector.

The cluster farm project will be pi-

loted in the Province of

Albay, with five farmer
! cooperatives as initial

participants.

The initiative con-
solidates individual
rice farm holdings into
larger farms to lower
production costs.

The move is also ex-
pected to boost farmers’
income by leveraging on
economies of scale.

The technology-
enhanced farming so-
lution uses a Digital
Transformation Plat-

form which employs satelhte m:nagery,
machine learning and artificial intel-
ligence.

Digitalizing processes can signifi-
cantly boost rice production by 28,000
metric tons (MT) annually with 2,000
hectares of land. :

Upside production can be enhanced
up to 70,000 MT, covering a cluster
farm size of 5,000 hectares. :

For this reason, the Department of
Agriculture (DA) recognizes farm clus-
tering and consolidation techniquesas
key strategies to scale up the Philip-
pine agricultural sector.

Indeed, “the cluster farm system
can become the epicenter of rice pro-
duction in Albay,” de Jesus aclmowi-

edged.

The program will be implemented
through joint efforts with the Provin-
cial Government of Albay, the Depart-
ment of Agriculture, the Philippine
Center for Postharvest Development
and Mechanization, the National Food
Authority, and the Philippine Crop
Insurance Corporatxon

The agencies will collaborate in
the areas of planning and coordina-
tion, technical assistance and capacity
building, infrastructure development,
development financing, and value
chain development.
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Rice, rice, rice

ice is not just a very sensitive
issue in the Philippines, but
also an emotional one.

As a daughter of a rice
farmer and living in a community of
farmers as a child, the ricefield played
an important part of my childhood.

Rice farming is backbreaking.
One of the songs I learned during
my elementary years from my music
teacher essays the hardship of a rice
farmer. The lyric goes, “Planting rice
is never fun. Bent from morn till the
set of sun, cannot stand and cannot
sit, cannot rest for a little bit.” The
lyrics may be a bit exaggerated, but
* it is essentially true.

From the land preparation to
planting, growing, harvesting, and
drying, not to mention the scorching
direct heat from the sun. It’s a con-
tinuous hard labor for four months.

The most difficult part, which
I don’t like to recall because it is
agonizingly painful, is the “giok,”
the rest are easier to remember and
even fun.

During those days, once the rice
stalks have been harvested, farmers

have to literally grind the stalks using
their bare feet to separate the palay
from the stalks. It’s called “giok.”
Good thing, the thresher came up
saving the farmers from the gruel-
ing “gok‘”

A common joke among farmers is
that ghosts will spare you once you’ve
already cooked and eaten the newly
harvested rice.

But before a rice farmer can eat
from his new harvest, he is already
deep in debt for fertilizer, seeds, and
payment to farm hands. A rice farmer
ends up buying rice by the kilo at a
store than eating his own produce.
And this cycle of a sad story never
ends.

But real rice farmers, like my
father, would never abandon their
ricefields, no matter how small that
parcel may be. They love what they
do, the hard labor becomes an en-
tertainment for them year-in and
year-out.

My parents disdained the thought
of a store-bought rice. The notion is
if you have rice in your “bandi” (a
rice storage inside your house usually

1Uﬂ=-ijh|
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made of rat-
tan or wood)
that can sus-
tain you until
the next har-
vest, you are

EDITORS

‘“okay.” T
This isac- DESK
tually a mis-  BERNIE CAHILES-MAGKILAT
guided mea-
sure of one’s
status in the community.

“Okay” here means you have sta-
ble staple food supply for that specific
period only. “Okay” does not mean
you can send your kids to college or
buy viand to accompany your rice
at mealtime. It is okay because you
have rice. Sustenance is guaranteed
and life is fine as long as you have
rice on the table. Rice is everything.
Rice is life.

‘Thus, even if it was difficult al-
ready for my father to go to the farm,
he would force himself to stand on
the roadside and watch the ricefield

moving in a wavelike fashion as

the wind hits its surface and him
relishing in sheer delight, a joy that

EPT. OF AGRICULTURE

emanates from a farmer’s sense of ac-
complishment.
. Aweekafter my father passed on, the

: ~ buying price of palay was at its highest

$23 per kilo. He would have been so
happy.

But palay prices fluctuate. As of May
this year, the Philippine Statistics Au-

thority data showed that farmgate price

of palay stood at 19.06 from #18.79 in
April.

The Department of Agriculture, how-
ever, said the Philippines has enough
rice to meet the daily needs of Filipinos
for the third quarter this year.

. Inastatement, the DA said there was
a six percent increase in production from
January to June, based on the Philippine
Rice Information System.

This means palay production would
thus reach '8.605 million metric tons
(MT) this year, equivalent to 5.6 million
MT of milled rice, higher than the 8.153
million MT in 2022.

That’s why, it baffled me to thihk
why rice prices are rising. Imported rice
should even be cheaper. The #20 per kilo
rice narrative is baloney. As they say, tell
it to the marines!

Retail prices for both imported and
locally-produced rice in the Philippines
rose further by between four percent

to 14 percent this month as global and
domestic farmgate prices soared, adding
pressure on food inflation.

DA said it expects rice prices to sta-
bilize. When?

The steady rise in prices of the
country’s staple food pushed local rice
inflation to 4.2 percent in July, the fast-
est pace since 2019, indicating growing
pressure on the government to rapidly
increase its stockpile.

Adding to supply risks, the Philip-
pines is bracing for the impact on har-
vests of dry weather brought by the El
Nifio phenomenon.

If only farmers are faithfully incen-
tivized, like giving them free or subsi-
dized fertilizer and palay price support,
proper water irrigation, it would allevi-
ate their plight.

If only we could put an end to graft
and corruption and put this huge money
into our farms, life in the farm would
be bearable.

It is not yet too late to make agri-
culture a battleground against corrup-
tion because what we need now is an
agriculture agenda if we have to help
our farmers and ensure food security.

(Bernie Cahiles-Magkilat is the Business
Editor of Manila Bulletin)
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Fish supply shortfall
expected in Q4 — BFAR

A FISH supply shortfall should
‘be expected during the fourth
quarter with the implementation
of a closed fishing season in parts
of the country, the Bureau of
Fisheries and Aquatic Resources
(BFAR) said. ‘

The October-December deficit
is estimated to total 57,839 metric
tons (MT), the agency said in a
report on Thursday, with the likely
output for the period of 769,446 MT
lower than the forecast demand of
827,285 MT.

The supply lackwill be due to the
closed fishing season, taking effect
in northern Palawan, llocos, Negros
Occidental, Capiz and Cebu.

BFAR spokesman Nazario
Briguera said importations would
help ease price pressures but did not
provide more details. i

“That is why we are monitoring,
to avoid the gap or shortage on
the supply of fish in wet markets,

especially in Metro Manila,” hesaid.

Prices of commonly sold fish
as of August 16, based on Depart-
ment of Agriculture (DA) data,
were from P150 to P240 per kilo
for bangus or milkfish, from P220
to P280/kilo for round scad or
galunggong, from P120 to P160/

kilo for tilapia, and from P300 to

P320/kilo for mackerel.
Briguera said prices could go
down by P40 per kilo once im-
ports arrive.
He noted that prices had also
gone up due to Tecent price increases
and that the DA was implementinga

subsidy program to help fishermen. ]

“Operations, even in the munici-
pal fishing, are fuel-dependent..... all
boats are motorized, even the small
ones,” hesaid.

The DA-BEAR fuel subsidy pro-

' gram, amounting to P489 million,

is expected to benefit around
»BFAR B2

8\4&’1
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84 072 fishermen.
i Reclamation projects, particu-
laﬂy those in fishing grounds like

Mamla Bay, are adding to the chal-

lenges faced by local fishermen,

Bnguera continued.

i “If the body of water will be
ompromlsed then it could affect
[he habitats of fishes, which would
actually affect fisheries produc-
tion,” he said.
i The projects should have un-
giergone environmental impact
assessments to ensure the safety
of the bay and the marine species
that live there, Briguera added.
i “By doing so, we can protect
,ﬁsheries production,” he said.
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Digital agriculture

E potentials of digital agri-
culture in raising overall farm
. productivity, improving product
quality, and reducmg logistics
costs and the prices of food prod-
ucts have so excited many agricul-
tural scientists, policymakers and
agricultural managers.

Digital agriculture, also referred
toas smartfamung or “e-agricul-
ture,” is a tool to “digitally collect,
store, analyze and share electronic
data and/or information in ag-
riculture, extending to the entire
food system.”

But with the current status and
capability of the Department of
Agriculture (DA), will it be able
to reap the tremendous benefits
potentially offered by digital agri-
culture? I am afraid that the answer
to this is a disappointing “no.”

For one, its Information Com-
munication Technology Services
(ICTS) unit does not have enough
‘highly competent people because

government compensation for IT
(information technology) experts
is uncompetitive to those offered
by the private sector. It also does
not have the budget to regularly
upgrade its hardware and software
to keep up with the advances in
digital technology.

In addition, there is no real,

FINER
POINTS

~ FERMIN
~ ADRIANO

serious appreciation. on the part
of the Department of Agriculture
(DA) bureaucracy for the benefits
of digital technology. In fact, many
are afraid of its broad application
in the DA's business operations
because it can possibly lead to
layoffs of redundant personnel.

To drive home my point, let me
cite three actual examples [ experi-
enced while in DA serving as one
of its senior officials.

A good starting point is the Reg-
istry System for the Basic Sector in
Agriculture (RSBSA), or the Farm-

ers and Fishers Reglstry This proj- |

ect started in 2012 and, 10 years
later, has not been completed.

There are two main reasons for

this. The first is that Congress never
provides a lump sum amount to
complete the project, which is
around P1.7 billion. It allocates
the budget on a staggered or in-

stallment basis spread over the |

years. By the time the next tranche
is released, the data will alreadybe
>Fmer B2
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Digital agriculture

obsolescent because of addmonal
registrants.

The second is that the DA Field
Operations Service's (FOS) staff re-
fused to subcontract the services of
registering farmers and fisherfolk
to a third-party specialist, prefer-
ring instead to do it because of
the additional perks that could be
enjoyed and the employees who
could be hired.

We cited the “Listahanan” of the
Department of Social Welfare and
Development as a good example
wherein a third-party contractor
was engaged to facilitate the reg-
istration process of the “Pantawid
Pamilya” beneficiaries and resist
pressure from local government
officials to include their. political
supporters in the list, regardless of
whether they qualify or not.

Unfortunately, the DA bureau-
cracy resisted this recommendation.

The Farmers and Fishers Regis-
try's completion is critical in mov-
ing forward a number of reforms
in the delivery of assistance to the
tillers and fisherfolk. Besides being
confident that they are qualified
beneficiaries, any cash assistance
to the farmers/fisherfolk can be
directly deposited into their ATM
account. This will prevent leakages
in the cash to be provided.

To avoid the messy procurement
process in the government, an
equivalent amount can be given
in lieu of in-kind assistance (e.g.,
fertilizer, seeds, pesticides, farm
machinery). Having received the
cash, the farmer can choose for
himself what brand of agricultural
input is most suited to his field
instead of having the government
choose it for him. This arrange-
ment will ensure that farmers no
longer blame the government for
bad inputs they receive.

Another is with regards to the
use of satellite technology in
monitoring progress made on
the farms. There is one lodged at
the FOS, which is mainly used
for estimating damages wrought
by destructive typhoons, and an-
other being used by the Philippine
Rice Research Institute under the
PRiSM (Philippine Rice Informa-
tion System) project for palay
(unhusked rice) monitoring,

The problem is that the two sys-
tems have not been realigned with
each other to provide a better data
set for the entire agricultural sec-
tor. Moreover, since the software
is free of charge, its magnification
leaves much to be desired.

For instance, the PRiSM project
cannot detect whether the area is
planted with cogon grass or pa-
lay. On the other hand, damage

estimates provided by the satellite
technology under FOS are inac-
curate and late because of poor
magnification capacity.

The obvious solution is to sub-
scribe to a service provider that can
provide real-time data on what is
happening on the field. But hiring
one will surely make the services of
the staff in FOS and PRiSM redun-
dant. Also, one cannot ensure that
the best service provider will be
chosen because of the complicated
government procurement process.

But imagine the benefits of
using more precise satellite tech-
nology. We will know in real-time
what is happening on our farms.
Armed with this fairly accurate
information, it will be easy for the
Land Bank of the Philippines to ex-
tend credit to the farmers because
of the knowledge that the area is
actually planted, the crop planted
(including density), the estimate
of harvest, and damages wrought
by destructive typhoons.

The same data can be used by
the Philippine Crop Insurance
Corp. to extend insurance assis-
tance to farmers. Such technology
also opens the possibility of en-
couraging private companies to ex-
tend insurance to the agricultural
sector because of the availability
of fairly accurate information on
what is happening on the farms
applying for insurance.

A third example is the use of
drone technology. It seems attractive
to use it, but wait till one discovers
the bureaucratic impediments in its
application to farming,

One has to first get a permit
from the Civil Aeronautics Board
to fly the drone, which will require
a licensed operator to legally fly
it. This is to prevent the use of the
drone by terrorist groups.

If the drone is going to be used
to spray pesticide, despite the same
pesticide already being sprayed
manually, the user will have to
secure a special permit from the
Fertilizer Pesticide Authority due
to environmental reasons. They
claim that the drone can spread
hazardous pesticides over a larger
area, endangering adjacent com-
munities, particularly if strong
winds are present.

Steve Jobs once remarked, “In-
novation is the ability to see change
as an opportunity — not a threat!”
Unfortunately, our bureaucracy sees
it in the latter manner.

fdadriano88@gmail.com

Today’s Finex column will be carried
online due to space constraints,
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Fish shortfall seen in H2

BY JED MACAPAGAL
THE recent typhoons and the
closed fishing season in Palawan
by November would lead to a
shortage of fish in the second half
of the year.

Data from the Bureau of Fisher-
ies and Aquatic Resources (BFAR)
showed a shortfall of 3,000 metric
tons (MT) in fish is expected in the

third quarter when supply is seen
at 822,000 MT against demand of
825,000 MT.

A bigger shortfall of 58,000
MT is seen by the fourth quar-
ter when supply hits 769,000
MT against demand of 827,000
MT.

BFAR said this was the basis
of the Department of Agricul-

ture (DA) in issuing a memo-
randum circular (MC) on the
guidelines on the certificate of
necessity to import 35,000 MT
of round scad, big eye scad,
mackerel, bonito and moonfish
for wet markets from October
to December.

The imports will support lo-
cal fish supply during the annual

closed fishing season in northern
Palawan from November 1l to
January 31.

Based on DA’ latest monitoring
of public markets in the National
Capital Region as of Wednesday,
prevailing retail price of local
galunggong ranges from P220 to
280 per kg while imported galung-
gong is at P200 per kg,

Pace of
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~ Monitor the DA budget now

he private sector must
monitor the Department of
Agriculture (DA) to turn the
agriculture industry’s fail-
ure into success. This was a key
conditionality in the Senate rati-
fication of the Regional Compre-
hensive Economic Partnership cent, respectively. Ours was
(RCEP) last Feb. 21. The Senate only 1.7 percent.
asked the executive branch for Budget impacts agriculture
compliance by May 21. Alas, it performance. Last year, agri-
has yet to come to fruition. culture exports were as fol-
Why do I keep harping on lows: Vietnam, $23.6 billion;
this? Last Jan. 3, a total of 131, Thailand, $35.6 billion; Philip-
organizations signed a docu- pines, $6.8 billion.
ment warning that RCEP, with- If only we used effective-
out the proper government ly our budget like Thailand,
preparations, would severely our agriculture exports would
damage agriculture. This hap:; have been equal to, and could
pened after our 1995 accession have replaced, our overseas
to the World Trade Organiza--_remittances. There would have
tion. Unlike Vietnam which' (fbeen no need for our workers

ERNESTO M. ORDOREZ

prepared and succeeded, we
did not move and so we failed.

To compete effectively in
RCEP, the industry must be
competitive. Qur agriculture in-
dustry is not. Sen. Loren Legar-
da, the RCEP committee chair
and who successfully sought ap-
proval for the conditionalities,
argued that for our competitive-
ness to be achieved, the DA bud-
get must be properly-used—and
thus, properly monitored.

And yet here we are, still
waiting for things to happen.

'Budget and performance

The agriculture industries

of Vietnam and Thailand pre-
viously trailed us, but are now
significantly  outperforming
us.. In 2022, their agriculture’s
share to their national budget

- were 6.5 percent and, 3.6 per-

to find jobs abroad.

What's worse is that the
DA budget, small as it is, is
being lost to corruption and
waste. The Commission on
Audit had reported in 2020 un-
liquidated and unexplained ex-
penses in the DA budget worth
P22 billion, followed by P23
billion more in 2021. No action
has been taken thus far to look
deeper into the anomaly.

Damaging delay -

While we wait for the Sen-
ate blue ribbon and agriculture
committees to act on Alyahsa
Agrikultura’s request for an in-
vestigation, private sector mon-
itoring must be implemented
immediately to help prevent
further corruption and waste.

If we assume the same
one-third of this year’s DA

budget continues to be lost to
corruption and waste, the six-
month delay in implementing

- the conditionality mentioned

has already resulted in the loss
of approximately P15 billion, or
P2.5 billion a month. Must the
delays continue?

The practice before was
that regional directors give a
complete list of DA-funded
projects in their respective re-
gions to the private sector-led
provincial and municipal agri-
culture and fisheries councils.

Today, with access to just
a partial list, the private sector
was still able to discover major
discrepancies. In one region,
a corn sheller worth P200,000
was reported as P1 million. They
were told it was only a typo-
graphical error, but the private
sector found out the same thing
concerning several locations.

There were also nonexistent
projects. They were told a differ-
ent barangay had a certain proj-
ect, but that this barangay was
not identified. This happened a
few months ago, and as usual,
no action has been undertaken
to look into the irregularities.

Qur agriculture is in trouble,
and I dare say this will continue
with our RCEP accession. Our
senators have vowed that if the
conditionalities are not imple-
mented, they would recommend
termination of the trade deal.

Implement the crucial pri-
vate monitoring now. We can
still stop the sector’s contin-
ued hemorrhaging and regain
our leadership status in the
region. mNa g1
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EDITORIAL

"AS one of the favonte partners“ of destructlve

hoons and storms, the Philippines needs to ensure
e speedy and efﬁaent dlstnbuhon of relief goods to
disaster victims.

~Every year, ,average of 20 typhoons and storms
batter the country, killing and mf]\mng people and de-
stroym billions of pesos worth of property, agnculfural
and‘ infrastructure.
.. In some places, government authontxes J:eally ﬁ’nd it
difficult to reach disaster -
victims because man oads and bndges are destroyed by
: oogagmg and mur i : :
waters. :
. Aware of this, the House of Representatlves has ap-
- proved on third and final th
' reading a proposed I lation seelq.ﬁ B! estabhshment -
of "dlégsteg food banicegs : Bob) )
. across this impoverished nation. , . 2
' 'I'u‘iebﬂllsaconsohdatlonofmreerelatedmeasures.
authored by party-list Reg; '
Michael Morgen and Ivan Howard Guinto and Congress-f
- man Alan Ecleo of Dinagat Island.
- Under House Bill (HB) No. 8463, a "Disaster Food Bank
- and Stockpile” mllserveasﬂmcentralreposﬁoryoffood
- water, medicines, vaccines, clothmg, tents and commum—

catlon devices. e St
: s banks" an inter-agency
" effo molv:?\g the National Ihsa%rﬁRlsk uction

Management Council, Department of Social W and
Development, Department of Trade and Industry, De-

1 tof Agriculture, Department of Science an Tech-
nology, and ent of the Interior and Loea; Gov-
ernment. - ;

'Like other Filipinos, weagreemﬁlHouseS

y Ferdn:and Martin G. Rm?ualdez of Leyte that there' sthat
urgent need to prepare or typhoons, storms

-‘and similar calami typ

- Certainly, nobod will argue with Speaker Romualdez-
:rv}ﬁp’?bl he smd that "we h?ve to have a more efficient and a
5 ive system o to disasters.”"

: sys Sdgggmg third and final reading,
tatives is showing that our con-
g:essmen dlstnctiand sectoral - are se:nsmve hopubhc

Eropimion s L L o o o b H e L I
- H rs &N Pads
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QThis flower farm in Lucban will
not only let you take selfies with o
the blooms, but eat them, too .

visited Bukid Amara in Lucban, Quezon,
a popular vegetable and flower farm
among tourists and farmers.
The 2.5-hectare farm is a sight to
behold. The first thing that catches the eye
.is a field of different types of flowers that
*  stretch out from the farm entrance toward a
man-made pond filled with tilapia, with the
‘mystical Mt. Banahaw peeking out from its
+cloud cover just beyond.
‘. . The flowers grown are annuals, and can
.be changed according to the seasion, so for
. example, couples who visit during Valentine’s
Day will be greeted by a sea of red. The only
blooms that remain constant are the sunflow-
ers, which are the crowd favorite.
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AVANT GARDENER

Bukid Amara is
a tourist hotspot YVETTETAN
for locals as well
as for folks in surrounding provinces, some
coming as far as Metro Manila, which is three
hours away without accounting for traffic. A
P150 entrance fee (P120 for students, PWDs,
and seniors) allows visitors access to the farm,
which includes the flower field, pond, and
in-house restaurant. Farm activities include
cut-and-pay flowers and fish-and-pay (and
paluto). The farm alsoallows for small events
to be held there, and is constructing a holding
area so bigger celebrations can be held. :

The flowers aren’t only beautiful to look
at — they’re edible, too! Guests can experience

this when they dine in the cafe, which serves food
decorated with the edible blooms. We had the salad
and the pancit hab-hab, the latter a Lucban specialty
which gets its name from the way it’s eaten — placed
on a banana leaf which is lifted to the mouth with
one’s hands. Both were just as delicious as they were
eye-catching. The vegetables in the salad are picked
on-site, and the flowers add color and vibrancy to
the dishes, resulting in a weird, but welcome sort of
joy during the meal. It feels like every meal at Bukid
Amara would feel like a fiesta.

The farm isn’t just well known for its blooms.
The farm is owned and run by horticulturist Michael
Caballes, a well-known namein the farming industry.
A former executive for a seed company, Caballes is
known for his business acumen, enterprising spirit,
and interest in experimentation.

Behind the flower field are several domed net
greenhouses that house different things — hydroponic
setups, vegetable seedlings, flower nursery, and a
Japanese melon grow house, Bukid Amara is the only
farm in the Philippines that has successfully grown
Japanese melons, the type that can go for as high as
$1,000 per piece in auctions in Japan. It’s known for
its crisp sweetness and its uniform, blemish-free

exterior. The melons are hard to grow and demand a
lot of care and attention, hence their high price. While
Bukid Amara’s melons aren’t as expensive as the ones
sold in Japanese auctions, they are priced higher than
usual in the Philippine market, and with good reason.
They are grown in a hydroponic setup, the fruit covered
in newspaper to prevent overexposure and accidental
bruising. It’s one melon to one vine, with everything,
from the nutrient solution down to the number of
leaves on the vine accounted for.

The farm also holds training sessions for begin-
ner and experienced farmers, as well as agriculture
students. Caballes is very interested in experimen-
tation, so many of the greenhouses are set aside to
test things, which include prototypes of agricultural
machinery. He also uses his acquired knowledge to
help fellow farmers both increase their yield and
fortify their businesses, often for free. For example,
he is a consultant for the Korea Program on Inter-
national Agriculture (KOPIA), which aims to bring
the Korean agricultural mindset and technology to
developing countries.

Sowhether you’re the type to smell flowers, grow
flowers, or eat flowers, if you’re in Lucban, it would
be worth your while to drop by Bukid Amara.
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Villar: More funds for agr
‘modernization needed

SEN. Cynthia Villar on

She exhorted all stake-

Villar said they have been

Wednesday urged qhyern- holders in the agricultural working together to break
_ment economic manag- sector to work together to  down these barriers.
ers to ramp up funding achieve farm mechaniza- Agricultural and fisher-

for the modernization of
agriculture, arguing that
the country is behind its
neighbors, particularly in
farm mechanization.

At the continuation of
the Committee on Finance

tion targets. :

She also emphasized
collaboration and concerted
efforts as a response to the

_mandate of the Agricultural

and Fisheries Mechaniza-
tion Law (AFMech Law),

ies mechanization refers to
the development, adoption,
assembly, manufacture, and
application of appropriate,
location-specific, and cost-
effective agricultural and
fisheries machinery.

meeting with the Develop-  which is vital if the country It uses human, animal,

- ment Budget Coordination  wants to pull ahead of the mechanical, electrical,
Committee (DBCC), Villar, competition. renewable and other non-
chairman of the Senate The AFMech Law helps conventional sources of
agriculture and food com- promote the development energy for agricultural
mittee, stressed the impor-  and adoption of modern, production and post-harvest

tance of mechanization in
helping farmers produce
* crops more efficiently.

appropriate, cost-effective,
and environmentally safe

~ agricultural and fisheries

or postproduction operations
consistent with agronomic
conditions and for efficient

She said the government machinery and equipmentto  and economic farm and fish-
could also encourage the enhance farm productivity ery management. _
local machine industrytobe  and efficiency and achieve Aside from addressing -

" part of the effort in order food security. mechanization, Villar said

_to increase the country’s Citing studies, she said the training regulations for
economic growth. that two of the barriers con-  the agro-fisheries mechani-

" “Because that’s the idea fronting farmers, fisherfolk  zation sector will truly equip

. of mechanization; we have and agricultural workers are  the industry players, particu-
to modernize,” Villar pointed  the lack of mechanization ‘larly farmers and fisherfolk,

‘out. “Our country started

_ late in mechanization efforts
compared to our Asian neigh-
bors. We need to do a lot of

-catching up.”

and technical expertise.
With various govern-
ment departments,
agencies and groups,
including all stakeholders,

with the valuable skills and
know-how, or technical
expertise, that will give them

a competitive edge.
JAVIER JOE ISMAEL
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GOVT INACTION BLAMED

FORRICEPRICEHIKE

RICE prices keep skyrocketing because
the government has not made any
drastic move to lower them, a farmers
group said.

In arecorded video interview with The
Manila Times, Bantay Bigas spokesman
and Amihan Secretary-General Cathy
Estavillo said the price of rice went up to
nearly P50 per kilogram in the markets
they are monitonng

“The prices of rice really skyrocketed, to
the point thatwhatwms just P38 per kilo,

there’snow a P10 increase, and the lowest

price is now at P48 perkilo,” ' she said.
“According to who we interviewed,

when there’s no more stock, they'll -
increase the price. When we go to the’

markets, the cheapest retail price is al-
most P50 per kilo,” Estavillo said. i
“This happens because there is no

M INACT ION FROM Al

drastic change or effort from the govern- -

ment to lower the prices or to freeze the
price of rice, and with what they've been
releasing is that they would import rice

 to lower the price, it means prices will
remain high because importing does no:»t"=
lower the prices.”

“Who holds the -importation? The
private businessmen, ever since Re-
public Act (RA) 11203, they're the ones

dictating the price of rice in the market -

because the government has done noth-
ing. The simple buffer stocking has not

 been. done, shesald

RA 11203, or “An Act Liberalizing the
Importation, Exportation and Trading
of Rice, Lifting for the Purpose of the
Quantitative Import. Restriction on Rice,

- and For Other Purposes,” was enacted

in2018. . »InactionA8

GOVT INACTION
BLAMED FORRICE

In a previous interview by The
Times, former Agriculture secretary. -
and Federation of Free Farmers
(FFF) chairman Leonardo Mon-
temayor said market prices for rice
range from P45 to P50 per kilo
nationwide and could reach P60 to
P65 perkilo.

Estavillo said those instances

could trigger price mamplﬂandn
“In Bantay Bigas, if there are
those prices circulating, farmers
would not sell [them]; it [has
been] in the hands of traders of
the palay ever since the amihan,
because 95 percent of our local
production goes to the traders and
millers buymg the palay of our

farmers,” she said. -

. Estavillo said the soaring rice

pnces were also the effects of
price mampulanon and price
speculation.

- She compared the situation to

the oil sector, where prices would
rise whenever the world market
pnc_e went up.
 However, she pointed out that
there is already a rice crisis on the
world market. ‘ _
. According to the Food and
" Agriculture Organization of the
United Nations, the price of rice
~increased to 129.7 points in July
_from 126.2 in June. ,

ARICJOHN SY CUA
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Insight

Landbank to use data analytics in agri financing tack

BY JED MACAPAGAL

THE Land Bank of the Philip-
pines said it will be working with
the Philippine Space Agency
(PhilSA) and the Department
of Science and Technology-
Advanced Science and Technol-
ogy Institute (DOST-ASTT) on
the integration of space data and
analytics to its financing strate-
gies in the agriculture sector.
The collaboration, signed by
the three parties last week, covers

the development and utilization
of space-related technologies for
financial applications, conduct
of joint research and exchange
of relevant data for research un-
dertaking, organization of train-
ing symposia or similar activities
and sharing of technological
resources.

“Our collaboration with PhilSA
and DOST-ASTI is a welcome
opportunity to further strengthen
Landbank’s agribusiness value
chain financing strategies through

cutting-edge data. We will continue
to explore innovative opportuni-
ties to firm up our support for
modernizing and growing the agri-
culture sector,” said Lynette Ortiz,
Landbank president and chief
executive officer, in a statement.
Ortiz added the partner-
ship is expected to provide the
bank with key insights that will
strengthen its capabilities in roll-
ing out more effective lending
strategies for the agribusiness
value chain, including accurate

assessment of multiple risks,
monitoring on a near-real-time
and site-specific basis and under-
standing of the performance and
prospects of various agricultural
commodity systems.

Landbank said this will further
help in supporting all players in
the agribusiness value chain.

The state-run bank reported
its outstanding loans to agri-
culture and rural development
reached P713.8 billion as of the
first half of the year.
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Negros lawmakers
oppose sugar |mport
liberalization

By GILBERT BAYORAN

BACOLOD CITY - Congres‘nonal
representatives of Negros Island are
strongly against sugar import liberaliza-
tion, as proposed by Finance Secretary
Benjamin Diokno, which will allow food
and beverage manufacturers to directly
import sugar.

In House Resolution 1199, Reps. Jose
Francisco Benitez, Joseph Stephen Pad-

uano, Greg Gasataya, Gerardo Valmayor

Jr., Alfredo Marafion 111, Juliet Marie
Ferrer, Emilio Bernardino Yulo, Mercedes
Alvarez, Michael Gorriceta, Jocelyn Lim-
kaichong and Manuel Sagarbarria — who
represent 11 congressional districts in
Oriental and Occidental Negros - said the
liberalization of sugar importation would
have a negative impact on the domestic
sugar industry.

Diokno earlier said his proposition
forms part of the finance department
proposal to increase the tax rate of sugar
sweetened beverages in the country.

Republic Act 10963, known as the Tax
Reform for Acceleration and Inclusion
(TRAIN) law, imposed a tax of P6 per
liter of sweetened beverages using purely
caloric or non caloric sweeteners, or a

‘combination of these, and P12 per liter of
sweetened beverages using high fructose
corn syrup.

It mandates that, for the first five years
of effectivity, programs under RA 10659
or the Sugarcane Industry Development

Act will be among the social welfare
programs to be funded by 30 percent of
TRAIN revenues.

However, the Negros lawmakers said
only P3.92 billion had been allocated be-
tween 2018 and 2023 for SIDA programs,
despite revenues from tax on sweetened
beverages comprising 52 percent of the

. P336.1 billion total revenues, from excises,

taxes under the TRAIN law in the same
period.

“Instead of assuring us of ploughing
back revenues from tax on sweetened
beverages to strengthen the sugar indus-
try, Secretary Diokno is offering liberal-
ization of sugar importation,” Benitez
said.

Benitez fears that liberalizing sugar
importation, without adequate support
for local sugarcane farmers, will weaken
the domestic sugar industry.

“Sugar production this year is pro-
jected to decrease due to El Nifio and
our limited milling capacity. But instead
of helping our sugar producers, flooding
our market with imported sugar will kill
our domestic sugar industry,” he pointed
out.

He cited a study commissioned by
the National Economic and Develop-
ment Authority in 2021, which cau-
tioned against sugar trade liberaliza-
tion, stating that liberalization “would
favor the rich more than the poor, and
will be at a clear cost to the sugar indus-
try stakeholders.”
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India cons1ders wheat 1mports from Russ1a

'NEW DELHI/MUMBAI Indla
is in talks with Russia to import

‘wheatata discount to surging glo-

bal prices in a rare move to boost
supplies and curb food inflation
ahead of state and national elec-

tions next year, according to four :

‘sources.
. The imports would allow New
Delhi to intervene more effectively
in the market to drive down wheat
‘prices that stoked inflation to a
15-month high in July.
- “The government is explonng
the possibility of imports through
private trade and government-to-
'government deals, The decision
-will be made cautiously,” one of the
‘sources told Reuters, when asked
India has not imported wheat
through diplomatic deals in years.
‘The last time India imported a sig-
nificant amount of wheat was in

2017, when private traders shipped

in 5.3 million metric tons.
~ The government’s plan to im-
‘port Russian wheat is one of the
‘supply-side measures being con-
sidered to bring down prices of
key commodities like fuel, cereals
~and pulse along with an extension

‘of rural schemes to ease the im- -

pactofmﬂmononthepoor,two

of the sources wn.’n knowledgc of

the matter said.

Sources did not want to be
named as the discussions are pri-
vate and the final decision might

‘be weeks away. India’s finance,
trade and government spokesper-
'sons did not reply to emails and
messages secking comment.

Last month, Sanjeev Chopra,

.themostsemorcm’lservanta thc

A farmer dr{nking water in a wheat field naar Jalpur (Reuters Photo)

federal food Ministry, ‘said there
* was no proposal to import wheat
from Russia.

Although India neéds only 3
million to 4 million metric tons of
wheat to plug the shortfall, New

- Delhi might consider importing 8
million to 9 million tons of wheat
from Russia to have a far bigger

said.

Since thc war in Ul:mmc last .

year, Russia has become India’s
second biggest seller of goods

mainly on account of discounted

oil purchases by New Delhi.

“Russia has indicated itswilling-
ness to offer a discount on prevail-
ing market prices. There are no
restrictions on the export of food

" commodities from Russ:a, one
official said.

India is also unportmg sun—
flower oil from Russia and :

" payments in US doi.la.rsf and is
impact on ptices, another source -

lanning to use the same approach,
the official added. !

““India can easily secure a dis-
count of $25 to $40 per ton from
Russia. This will ensure that the
Jlanded cost of wheat tcmalns

 nificantly below local prices,

a dealer based in Mumbai with a
global trade house. ; ;

Wholesale wheat prices in Indqa
surged around 10 percent over two
months to a seven-month hlgh in
August on limited supplies. *

Wheat stocks at government
watehouses were at 28.3 million
tons on Aug, 1, 20 percent below
the 10-year

Last year, Ind.ta banned wheat
sexports due to lower output, and
this yeat’s crop is also expeCted :
to be at least 10 percent lower
than the government’s estimate.-
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