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By Dona Z. Pazzibugan
@dpazzibuganINQ

MELBOURNE—President

. Marcos said the suspended of-

ficials and staff of the National

Food Authority (NFA) had been

involved in other questionable

trahsactions where they acted

on their own without the ap-
proval of higher authority.

Mr. Marcos gave his sup-

port to the decision made on

" Monday by Ombudsman Sam-

uel Martires to put NFA Ad-
ministrator Roderico Bioco and
138 officials and employees on
preventive prevention for six
months to make way for a in-
vestigation into the sale of NFA
buffer rice stocks. :

“The situation actually does
not only involve the anomalous
sale of NFA rice,” the President
said in a video where he replied
to questions from Philippine

journalists covering his four-
day visit here.

“It also is an examination of
some of the procedures within
the NFA that were undertaken
without board approval, without
the proper discussion within the
NFA and with the DA (Depart-
ment of Agriculture) and with
the rest of the Cabinet,” he said.

“So we have taken the safe
measure of suspending all of
those who have been shown to

may have been involved in any
of these wrongdoings, such as
the anomalous sale (of buffer
stocks) but also the cavalier
way in which the procedures
that have been set out in the
rules have been ignored,” Mr.
Marcos stressed.

Aside from the NFA chief,
suspended by the Office of the
Ombudsman were NFA Assis-

tant Administrator for Opera-
* tions John Robert Hermano, 12

regional managers, 26 branch

managers and 99 warehouse\

SUpErvisors.

The antigraft body is look-
ing into sale of 75,000 bags of
rice that were part of the coun-

try’s buffer stocks to two rice.

traders for P93.75 million.

Agriculture Secretary Fran-
cisco Tiu Laurel Jr. said he would
act as NFA officer in charge un-
til the Presjdent appoints a new
NFA administrator.

The video was released
by the Malacanang Presiden-
tial Communications Office on
Wednesday night (Wednesday
afternoon in Manila) after the
President left Melbourne after
the conclusion of the special
summit between Australia and
the Association of Southeast
Asian Nations.

The presidential party was
expected to arrive in Manila
late Wednesday night. ma
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between P37 and P45 compared to the
prevailing price of P45 to P58 on March
1, 2024. ; -

Meanwhile, the retail price of local pre-
mium rice also mt:deasetiJ by 20 percent or
as much as P12 per kilo as the retail price
on March 1, 2023 ranged between P42 and
P49 per kilo, compared to P50 and P61 per
kilo on March 4, 2024.

The retail price of local special rice
also increased by eight percent or P5 per
~ kilo as the retail price last year ranged

between P48 and P60 compared to P56

to P65 this year. $LE ,

- The Philippine Statistics Authority has
reported that rice inflation in February
2024 reached 23.7 percent compared to
February last year.

Watchdo up Bantay Bigas spokes-
person Cath%r %s?av%ﬂo saig theg retaﬂP;ﬂce
of the staple is expected to further increase
despite gle expected palay harvest this

“That’s what (decline in the retail
prices of rice) they promised in September
when they lifted the price ceiling of P41
and P45 per kilo (for regular and well-
milled rice, respectively). They claimed
that prices of rice will stabilize with the
harvest from October, November and
December,” Estavillo said. -

' President Marcos was forced to issue
an executive order imposing price ceiling
of P41 and P45 per kilo for regular and
well-milled rice which took effect on Sept.
5,2023 amid the sudden spike in prices of

the staple food due to tightness in supply.

Marcoslifted the price cap on Oct. 4,2023,
almost a month after its implementation.

“What happened during that period, the

retail price of rice was the highest in the

last 14 years,” Estavillo said. '

~ Involuntary hun-tﬁer also increased by

- 126 percent amid the high retail price of
theﬁrajns, she added. : -
S

e noted that based on monitoring -

of Bantay Bigas, the lowest retail price of

weII'~mil{ed rice was at P54 per kilo.

- “This is very far from the campai

promise of President Marcos of P20
er kilo. Under his administration, the

‘highest price of rice was eicperi'enced," :

Estavillo added.

Estavillo said that the retail price of
rice in some areas reached as high as P70
per kilo. :

“Many farmers have already harvested

inIsabela. It is ongoing in Mindoro. These
are the rice-producing provinces. Accord-
ing to the farmers, the retail price in these
provinces remains at P60 to P65 per kilo,”
she noted. g :
. Agriculture Assistant Secre-
tary and spokesman Arnel de Mesa,
however, said the retail price of rice
is expected to go down this month.
“We expect it (retail price) to go down as

the palay harvest will peak this March

and April. We expect the farmgate price of
palay will go down, which in turn drives
a decline in the retail price of rice in the

next days and Weeks," De Mesa said.

Procedures

In Melbourne, President Marcos yes-
terday cited the need to look into the
procedures of the National Food Author-
ity (NFA) following the suspension of its
administrator and several other officials

over the supposedly anomalous sale of rice -

buffer s

“The situation actually does not only
involve the anomalous sale of NFA rice.
It also is an examination of some of the
‘procedures within the NFA that were
undertaken without board approval,

without the proper discussion within the -

NFA and with the DA and with the rest
of the Cabinet,” Marcos said in a video

‘message sent to reporters.

“So, we have taken the safe measure
of suspending all of those who have been
shown to may have been involved in any of
these wrongdoings such as the anomalous
sale but also the cavalier way in which the
procedures that have been set out in the
rules have been ignored,” he added.

The NFA Council yesterday appointed
Assistant Administrator for finance and
administration Piolito Santos as officer-
in-charge amid the six-month preventive
suspension of administrator Roderico
Bioco and 138 officials and employees of
the agency amid the questionable sale of
NFA rice to some traders. :
 Agriculture Secretary Francisco Tiu
Laurel Jr. presided over the meeting of the
council at the NFA main office in Visayas
Ave.; Quezon City. ; Th

At a press conference, Santos said he
will serve as OIC “until the President ap-

points the next administrator of the NFA.” -

~ Laurel had announced the suspension of

- Bioco, NFA assistant administrator for op-

erations John Robert Hermano, 12 regional
and 9 ware-
* house supervisors all over the Philippines.

managers, 26 branch

The nsion—an implementation of
the order issued earlier by the Office of the

Ombudsman — stemmed from the sale of |
75,000 bags of rice, part of the country’s

buffer stocks, for P93.75 million.

- Santos said that among his priorities is

to ensure the resumption of operations of

‘NFA warehouses.
“We discussed during the meeting to -
“reopen the warehouses which were pad-

I as the operation of these warehouses
will be transferred to the nnel who
have no accountability,” Santos added.

He said the NFA should resume its nor-
mal operation as the peak harvest season
has already started.

“We target to procure about 300,000
metric tons to 475,000 metric tons of pa-
lay so that we will have buffer stock this
year,” Santos said. e

According to him, the NFA has a total
budget of P17.2 billion for palay procure-
ment. '

At the same time, he refused to com-
ment on the alleged illegal sale of NFA
rice, saying only tEat the ombudsman and
the DA are conducting parallel investiga-
tions. - With Alexis Romero

MIZ 0%, 724

2of 2



' El Nifio dry

4\'-"!

a3
| ’r

Wm{

LIBRARY

DEPT. OF AGRICULTURE

sp e]l aﬁ'ects 479

“hectares of rice farms in Bicol

LEGAZPI CITY, Albay — The
National Irrigation Administra-
tion (NIA) reported on Wednes-
day, March 6, that 479.15 hectares
of rice farms in the Bicol region

due to the El Nl_no phenornenon.
Engr. Gaudencio M. de Vera,
NIA-5 regional manager, said
250.60 hectares of irrigated
area in Albay,

tion systems that source

ares in Camannes Sur, and 80
hectares in Masbate are currently
affected. De Vera said the affected
farmlands are communal irriga-

have been affected by the dry'spell

El Nifio dry spell affects 479
hectares of r1ce farms in Bicol 1«

and small streams.

He said that they are imple-
menting interventions to reduce the
impact of the dry spell. Among these
are desilting and dredging of rivers,
creeks, and streams.

NIA has also augmented water
pumps to affected farmers.

De Vera said that 526 farmers
were affected by the dry spell in Bi-
col—302in Albay, 160 in Camarines
Sur, and 77 in Masbate.

Meanwhile, Polangui, Albay
Mayor Adrian Salceda, president of
the League of Municipalities of the
Philippines (LMP)-Albay chapter,
said on Tuesday, March 5, that the
province is bracing for the impact of
the El Nifio phenomenon.

“As president of the LMP-Albay,

I already brought to the attention of
Department of Agriculture Secretary
Frankie Tiu-Laurel the drought af-
fecting at least 425.4 hectares of
farms in the 3rd District of Albay.
Secretary Laurel and I met on Jan.
25, when weather predictions al-
ready suggested an upcoming El
Nino,” Salceda said.

He disclosed that LMP-Albay is
working with DA to immediately ad-
dress the needs of affected farmers
through the fast-tracked distribu-
tion of the Rice Farmer Financial
Assistance (RFFA) under the Rice
Tariffication Law, endorsement
of the local government unit and
NIA requests for augmentation of
water supply in affected farms, and
hastened processing of claims with

= . ¥ AT Sk 2
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water from creeks, rivers,

the Philippine Crop Insurance Corp. for
damaged crops.

“T am also working with the mayors
of the affected municipalities of Polangui,
Libon, Oas, and Pio Duran, as the situa-
tion develops ” he added.

The 3rd District of Albay is the prov-
ince’s rice granary and responding to the
ongoing drought protects the people of
Albay from hunger and high food prices,
Salceda said. (Nifio Luces)
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'DA will focus on rev1v1ng local cacao 1ndustry—Laurel

% HE Department of Agncul—
o ture (DA) saiditwill revive
the cacao mdustry to prop

up the income of farmers who rely
on the sector for their livelihood.

. Data from the DA’s Regxstry
Syste‘rh for Basic Sectors in Ag-

riculture showed. that there are
74,428 ‘Pilipino cacao farmers. as!’

of March 6.
i “The (DA) shall focus on the
revitalization of the _local_cacao
_industry, through its High Value
Crops and Development Program
' [HVCDP] and other operating

_units,” f&gr;culture Secretary

Francisco Tiu P. Laurel Jr. said in
. a statement.
. “Some of the cacao trees are
';.now bemg cut because farmers
are not making much money
‘ from cacao since they do not re-
ally knpw how to p'roce‘ss it after
_harvesting” ! ;

The DA said the HVCDP pro-
vides cacao planting materials
and farm inputs, conducts capac-
1ty—bu11d1ng initiatives for cacao
farmers and extension workers,

. builds cacao technology demon-

stza‘i:o‘n s1fes, distnbutes farm

ac menes and egmpment and_

‘buil s;ﬂ'igatlop facilities. . o
Laurel said he and Ambassador
of Israel to the Phlhppmes Ilan
Fluss visited the Filipinas Cacao

- Heritage Reserve last March 5.
~_He said he witnessed the best
7 agncultural practices and inno-
_vation for the local cacao in the
413 -hectare cacao farmland in Ba-

rangay Bunggo, CaIamba, Laguna
Since 2022, it has partnered

‘with the Embassy of Israel in the

Philippines for the provision of

_'techmcal assistance. It employs

a team of licensed Filipino agri-
culturists, foresters, agricultural

, PHOTO FROMTHE PHILIPPINENEWS AGENCY L B

“and biosystems engineers, and
“agri-technicians under the men-
torship of Israeli experts in cacao
production.
The DA said the collaboratlon
also sparked the successful reha-
bilitation and revival of a 90-year-

old Criollo cacao tree in Barangay

-Bli‘r'n'g'g‘o,“ which local historical

accounts state originated from
Mexico. The tree now serves as
the cacao farm’s source of plant-
ing materials.

During Laurel’svisit, both F111p1- :
‘noand Israeli teams demonstrated

the integrated pest management

,te chmques, clnp 1mgat10n faalltxes,

weather momtorm,g system, cacao

”lbreedmg and grafung initiatives,

composting practices, and other
Israeli practices and technologies
app 11e in the caca

1pp1;1es is gne of the countries

ISP By
advantage on cacao production

- given its strategic location and

climatic condition. The 2'm1lhon
hectares of coconut. farms ideal
for cacao mtercroppmg supple-

. . ment the mdustry s cornpetmve

advantage - '
Desplte its compet:twe ad’van-
tage the Ph111ppme cacao produc-

_ tion averages only 10, 000 metric

tons (MT) to 12 000 MT from the
20,000 to 25, 000 hectares of land
planted with cacao, accordmg to
an 1ndustry roadmap prepared

: bytheDA = 513
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THE National Food Authority
(NFA) Council led by Agriculture
Secretary Francisco Tiu Laurel Jr.
yesterday appointed Piolito Santos,
NFA assistant administrator for
finance, as officer-in-charge (OIC)
of the agency.

Santos said among his func-
tions as OIC are “routine matters”
but added he is requesting for
additional functions that can fur-

Malaya
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NFA of.ficer-in-charge named

ther smoothen operations of the
agency, especially with the suspen-
sion of 139 employees, including
warehouse personnel nationwide.
“We really need to fix this so that
we can open theit warehouses and
we can continue our setvice to the

people,” he said.
Santos also reiterated that for this
year, the NFA is ing to buy

300,000 metric tons (MT) to 475,000

MT of palay from local farmers to
fill up the country’s buffer stocks,

especially that the agency has over .

P17 billion in available budget.

Of the amount, P9 billion has
been allocated for this year and
P8.2 billion came from last yea.ts
excess allocation.

“For now, we have instructions
to our department managers and
the entire leadership of the NFA

that we will change our ways of
selling rice to our outlets to avoid
similar issues that we’ve recently
encountered,” Santos added.

Aninternal team from the DA and
a séparate one from the Office of
the Ombudsman are conducting in-
vestigations on 139 NFA suspended
employees for alleged anomalous
sale of rice buffer stocks to favored
traders. = Jed Macapagal
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BY FRANCISCO TUYAY AND JANINE ALEXIS MIGUEL

AMAGE to agriculture brought

about by El Niio surged to P1.05

billion, the National Disaster
Risk Reduction and Management Council
(NDRRMC) said on Wednesday.

It said that El Nifio had so far af-
fected 17,718 hectares (ha) of farm-
lands, equivalent to 32,844 metric
tons (MT) of production volume.

Total crop loss was broken
down as follows: Western Visayas
recorded the biggest crop area af-
fected by the dry spell at 13,363
ha, equivalent to P678.7 million,
followed by Mimaropa with 3,116
ha, valued at P319.7 million.

The dry spell hit 1,026 ha of
farmlands in the Ilocos Region,
189.56 ha in Calabarzon, and 22.2
ha in the Zamboanga Peninsula.

To date, only the local govern-

ment of Bulalacao in Oriental
Mindoro has declared a state of
calamity due to the long dry spell.

In Negros Occidental, six ba-
rangay — Cabadiangan, Nabalian,
Carabalan, Su-ay, To-oy, and

Buenavista in Himamaylan town

have been experiencing a shortage
in drinking and irrigation water
since December 2023.

Also, Zamboanga City imple-
mented a water rationing scheme
in its west coast and central areas
amid limited water supply.

Rivers and fields in the town
have dried up, affecting water

supply and crops, according to the
municipal government.

Vulnerable rice lands

The Department of Agriculture said
that 275,000 hectares of rice fields
are expected to be vulnerable to the
impact of El Nifo. This is equivalent
to an estimated yield of 1.1 million
MT of palay (unmilled rice) or rice
stocks good for 20 days.

The Philippines has 4.8 million
ha of land dedicated to cultivating
palay, and last year, palay produc-
tion reached 20.06 million MT, the
highest harvest of the staple.

“To mitigate the adverse impact
of the El Nifio phenomenon,
specifically on Mindoro Island,
Agriculture Secretary Francisco Tiu
Laurel Jr. urged the local govern-
ment units across the region to de-
clare a state of calamity officially.

According to the DA, such a
declaration “would extend com-

Page of
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prehensive assistance to affected |
communities, including financial
aid, agricultural inputs like crop
seeds, and livestock.”

Assistance

In terms of assistance, the depart-
ment said that up to P25,000 in
interest-free loans for three years
to eligible farmers and fisher folk
are available through the Survival
and Recovery (SURE) aid program.

Additionally, the government
is ready to provide farm inputs
through the Quick Response
Fund, while the Philippine Crop
Insurance Corp. is ready to issue
insurance claims of up to P25,000
for registered agricultural workers.

The El Nifio phenomenon is
characterized by the abnormal
warming of sea surface tempera-
ture in the central and eastern
equatorial Pacific Ocean, leading
to below-normal rainfall.
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DA allots P725M to B}I\COl Region

BY RHAYDZ B. BARCIA

ILI, Camarines Sur: The Department of
¥ Agriculture (DA) in Bicol has allotted
P725 million to mmgate the unpact of El

'Nifio on farmers in the region.
The DA report said that the dry  percent were corn.

spell will likely persist until May 2024.
The region, especially in Ca-
marines Norte, Camarines Sur
and Catanduanes, has been
experiencing below normal rain-
fall conditions for the past two
months, resulting in big losses to
agricultural production.

Lovela Guarin, spokesman for DA
Region 5 (Bicol Region), said that
the Agriculture department in Bicol
has been constantly monitoring the
effect of the drought using drones to
check the extent of damages.

Based on historical data, the DA
in Bicol reported that the worst El
Nifio occurrence in the region took
place in 1990 to 2020, which dam-
aged crops worth P1.82 billion.

At least 76 percent of the
damaged crops were rice and 21

The provinces of Albay, Cama-
rines Sur, Masbate and Sorsogon
also experienced way below nor-
mal rainfall. Forecast rainfall from
March to April favors harvesting
and postharvest processing (riceand
corn). However, it can reduce yxeld
on vegetables crops as increase in
temperature (>35 degrees Celsius)
might reduce crop yield (rainfed and
irrigated-tail end of canals).

“Common pests and diseases due
to high temperature (>25 C), precip-
itation and humidity (>80 percent)
include rice blast, sheath blight,
sheath rot, bacterial leaf blight,
bacterial leaf streak, black bug, green
leafhopper, brown planthopper,
common armyworm, fall army-
worm, bacterial stalk rot, thrips,

lepidop , hopper, thrips, pod

DRYING U P Arice famerin Cabasan village, Cagraray lsland, Bacacay
town, inspects the icefeld affected by drought, PHOTO BY RHAYDZ BARCIA

borer, bean black aphids, southern
blight and bacterial wilt.

Rep. Fernando Cabredo of
the third district said that for
one month now, water has been
scarce in upland areas prevent-
ing farmers from planting.“Our
farmers, specifically in upland
areas and those with rainfed
farmland, are facing problems if

the drought continues because it
will affect their harvest and delay
their planting,” Cabredo said.
“The aquifers are drying up. It
affected our farming and drink-
ing water in the upland areas.
The main source of living and
livelihood of the people in the
upland areas is agriculture. They
cannot replant because they rely

“We are asking for assistance
from the Department of Agricul-
ture to help our farmers recover
from their losses,” he added.

“The third district of Albay is the
province's rice granary.

Polangui Mayor Adrian Salceda,
Albay LMP president, said that four
towns are affected by El Nifio.

“As President of the LMP Albay, I
already brought to the attention of
DA Secretary Frankie Tiu Laurel Jr.
the drought affecting at least 425.4
hectares of farms in the 3rd district
of Albay. Secretary [Tiu] Laurel and
1 met on January 25, when weather
predictions already suggested an
upcoming El Nifio,” Salceda said.

“We are working with the DA to
immediately address the needs of
affected farmers, through the fol-
lowing: fast-tracked distribution
of the rice farmer financial assis-
tance under the Rice Tariffication
Law; endorsement of the local
government unit and National
Irrigation Administration (NIA)

requests for augmentation of wa--

ter supply in affected farms; and

fast-tracked processing of claims
with the Philippine Crop Insur-
ance Corporation for damaged
crops if any,” the mayor said.

Salceda said that he is working with
the mayors in Libon, Oas and Piodu-
ran affected by the ongoing drought
to protect the people of Albay from
hunger and high food prices.

Guarin said that the potential
impact in the agriculture sector of
drought will affect 113,354 hectares
(ha), covering rice with 68,749 ha;
corn, 22,525 ha; and high-value
crops or HVC with 17,080 ha.

According to the department,
over 64,000 rice and corn farmers
are possibly affected. To mitigate
the impact of El Nifio in Bicol,
the DA allotted a P725-million
budget for 2024, Guarin said.

About P654 million of the
budget will go to the NIA while
the DA gets P71.74 million.

The 2023 inventory of irri-
gation facilities includes a so-
lar-powered irrigation system
with 29 units serving 466 hect-
ares and small-scale irrigation
projects servicing 1,753 ha.
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NIA: Irrigated farms
spared by EI Nino

The El Nifio weather phenomenon had minimal
impact on farmlands irrigated by the National Ir-
rigation Administration (NIA), with only 1 percent
of areas expected to suffer its brunt actually being
affected, said NIA Administrator Eduardo Guillen.
The agency will be launching a contracting scheme
covering 40,000 hectares to show that farmers
could continue planting rice as long as there is ig

ample irrigation. —STORY BY JULIE M. AURELIO
Py "
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IRRIGATED FARMS SPARED
- BYELNINO IMPAGT-NIA

By Julie M. Aurelio
@JMAureliolNQ

The El Nifio weather phenom-
enon had minimal impact on
farmlands irrigated by the Na-

. tional Irrigation Administra-

tion (NIA), with only 1 percent
of areas expected to be hit by
drought or dry spell reported
to be actually affected.

According to NIA Admin-
istrator Eduardo Guillen, the
agency will launch a contract
farming scheme covering
40,000 hectares (ha) this month
to show that it is possible to
continue planting rice as long
as there is enough irrigation
supply despite El Nino.

In an interview over “Ba-
gong Pilipinas Ngayon” on
Wednesday, Guillen noted that
20 percent of irrigated farm-
lands were expected to be vul-
nerable to the impact of El Nino.

“But because of our alter-
nate wetting and drying tech-
nique, we are able to save up
to 20 to 30 percent in irrigation
and only a minimal portion of
the irrigated areas were actual-
ly affected,” Guillen said.

Alternate wetting and drying
is a water-saving technology in
which irrigation is applied to rice
felds after the disappearance of
ponded water. This allows farm-
ers to reduce their irrigation
water consumption in rice fields
without decreasing yield.

.Under the NIA's contract
farming -scheme, a farmer
agrees to supply predetermined
quantities of an agricultural
product while the buyer com-
mits to purchase it and supply
farm inputs and technical ad-
vice, among others.

“We received a budget from
Congress for contract farming
and we will launch it this March
for 40,000 ha. We're saying
there’s still El Nino. We want
to show that even with El Nino,
as long as there is irrigation we
can plant palay,” Guillen said.

He made the remarks as the
impact of the El Nino phenom-
enon continued to be felt across
the country, with provinces ex-
periencing drought, dry spell or
dry condition due to the pro-
longed absence of rainfall. The
state weather bureau earlier

warned that El Nino may last
up to May this year.

But irrigation for farmlands,
the NIA said, is sufficient.

“We also have long-term
projects like reservoir-type
dams. Solar-powered water
pumps are completed within
three months, so every month
we are able to turn over irriga-
tion projects,” Guillen said.

He added that the NIA was
closely working with local gov-
ernments to assist them in their
irrigation infrastructure projects.

“We help them fund their
proposed projects ... We coordi-

" nate with [local governments] for

bottom-up budgeting for their
proposed projects,” Guillen said.

Situation in Bicol

In Bicol, the NIA is closely
monitoring the condition of 479
ha of rice fields in the region as
these are at risk of drying up.

Data provided by the NIA
on Tuesday showed that farm-
lands in Albay, Camarines Sur
and Masbate were experiencing
water scarcity.

“Most of the water sources
located in those areas are already
at critical levels, so farmers re-
quested water pumps, which we
immediately provided,” engineer
Gaudencio de Vera, NIA regional
manager, told the Inquirer in a
phone interview.

De Vera said providing
farmers with pumps and pipes
might eventually save their
crops from possible damage.

“Good thing [that] ahead of

_time, we conducted an intensive

information dissemination cam-
paign and advised farmers to
plant early as [the weather bu-
reau forecast] that Bicol might
experience El Nifio during the
first quarter of 2024,” he said.

De Vera said the NIA had
provided irrigation supply to
64,000 ha of rice fields in Bicol.

The agency also sent 10 of
its backhoes to different Bicol
provinces to help divert water
from rivers to rice fields.

NIA said it would construct
more irrigation canals and
install solar-powered water
pump projects in Bicol to help
farmers save on production
COStS. —WITH A REPORT FROM MI-
CHAEL JAUCIAN INQ
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. NFA mulls hike

in selling price

By JASPER EMMANUEL ARCALAS

The National Food Au-

thority (NFA) is considering
raising its selling price of rice

" to as much as P36 per kilo-
am to recover its costs and

eep profit margins after it
increased its palay buying
price last year.

Agriculture Secretary
Francisco Tiu Laurel Jr. con-
firmed to The STAR that
such a proposal is on the
table and he is studying it
“carefully.” :
. “Thave to study this care-
fully but for now for sture

there is a need to increase
[the selling price] because
the [buying] price of palay
increased,” Laurel said in a
recent interview.

Laurel, who is also chair-
man of the NFA Council, said
raising the NFA’s mandated

“selling price is “tricky” since
it must take into consider-
ation the price movements

- of both palay and rice in the

market.

The NFA Council is the
agency’s highest policy-

making body.
Highly-placed sources

told The STAR that the .

council is considering the
increase of the state-run
‘agency’s mandated rice sell-
ing price to between P32
per kilogram and P36 per
kilogram.. 55

At present, the NFA sells
‘its rice stocks to agencies in-
volved in calamity and relief
operations at P23 per kilo-
gram and P25 per kilogram
‘depending on the quality.

Sources said the proposal

came from the NFA man-

agement last year after the

‘agency’s effective buying

price of palay was increased |
to P23 per kilogram from-

P19 per kilogram.
The NFA’s total costs for
the sale of rice is around

P41.5 per kilogram while

its gross revenue is around

P55.2 per kilogram, resulting

ina groés income of P13.7
per kilogram, according to
sources. L ’

The NFA gets an annui.ﬂ‘

subsidy, currently at P9 bil-
lion, from the national gov-
ernment to cover some of
its costs, particularly the
procurement of palay.

Keeping the NFA’s man--

dated selling price at P25
per kilogram might “erode”
the agency’s net profit per
sale, resulting in a possibil-
ity of ending this year with
a break-even bottom line,
sources said. '

‘A higher NFA selling
price would mean that gov-
ernment agencies like the
Department of Social Wel-
fare and Development that
get rice stocks from the NFA
would have to pay more,
Raul Montemayor of Fed-
eration of Free Farmers said.

“They have to at least
recover their costs, because
if they buy at P23 per ki-
logram, the palay cost of
their rice will be P38.33
per kilogram without in-
cluding storage, freight,
overhead and other costs,”
Montemayor said. }

Senen Reyes of the Uni-
versity of Asia and the Pacific

(UA&P) cautioned, however,

that increasing the NFA’s
rice selling price could send
a signal that may influence
private traders to increase
their selling price as well.
Reyes noted that at times

‘private traders track the

price movements of the NFA
and factor it in in their sell-

-ing prices.

“Thesignal that gets to the
market is that we will increase
our retail prices. If itis around
P32 to P36 per kilogram, the
retail prices of private traders
might reach P60 per kilo-
gram,” Reyes, the executive
director of the UA&P’s Center
for Food and Agri Business,
told The STAR.
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THE Department of Labor and
Employment (DoLE) office in Re-
gion 13 (Caraga Region) recently
provided livelihood assistance
amounting to P5.4 million to 12
abaca farmer associations in San
Miguel, Surigao del Sur.

The livelihood assistance or -

grant includes farm machinery
and business capital, among oth-
ers, under the DoLE Integrated
Livelihood Program, which ben-
efited mostly Indigenous farmers
of the abaca associations.

“The grant aims to assist the
farmers in enhancing their liveli-
hood by improving and hastening
the abaca fiber production in the
town that will increase their yield
and create better market opportu-
nities for the local product,” said
DoLE-Surigao del Sur Director
Genebelle Bal.

The local government unlt
(LGU) of San Miguel is DoLE's
_ accredited partner in the initiative,
and Philippine Army and other
stakeholders played a vital role in
its implementation.

Bonito Bocales, the Tribal Abaca
Farmers Association chairman

The ﬁlamla @tmes

and also a tribal chieftain, ex
pressed immense grantude to
the government for the program
implementation.

“We appreciate the stripping
machines provided by DoLE, with
assistance from the LGU and the
75th and 36th Infantry Battalions.
They were reliable partners, espe-
cially in document preparation.
These machines greatly aid us
abaca farmers, offering solutions
to our challenges,” he said in the
vernacular.

Prior to the machine disuibu-'

tion, each beneficiary underwent
comprehensive training on fi-

nancial literacy, health educa- -

tion, workers' basic rights and an
overview of the DoLE Integrated
Livelihood Program.

The beneficiaries also under-
went specialized training on
the efficient operation of the
machines.

The 12 abaca farmer asso-
ciations that benefited from the
initiative are: Acnitan Abaca Farm-
ers Association, Balungkanadan
Manobo Association, Carromata
Abaca Farmers Association, Ca-
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tabadan Busog Badbadan Abaca
Farmers Association, Inadan Trib-
al Organic Farmers Association,
Nalindog Farmers Association,
Organisasyong Mag-uuma sa Tu-
bod, Purok 7 Unified Abaca Farm-
ers Association, Sangay Upland
Farmers Association, Tambonon
Lowland and Upland Farmers
Association, Tribal Abaca Farmers
Association and Balungkanadan
Abaca Farmers Association.

According to the Philippine
Fiber Industry Development Au-
thority, the Philippines is the
largest producer of abaca fibers,
supplying about 87 percent of
the world's requirement for the
production of cordage, specialty
papers (for currency note, stencil
paper, teabag, coffee filter/cup, ca-
pacitors, insulation paper, among
others), textiles, furniture and
fixtures, among others.

In 2022, Caraga ranked third
among the top abaca-producing
regions in the country, with an es-
timated 10,000 metric tons of fiber
production. Surigao del Sur has
24 abaca farmers and traders who
contributed to the output.
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DE

LIBRARY
PT. OF AGRICULTURE

M The Department of Labor and Employment (DoLF' - rovided machines for abaca processing to 12 farmer
associations in Caraga Region. DOLE PHi i

Page

of



0 7 MAR 2074
Date:

'
Yok
~

L4
Y=
\) (‘
i DEPT.

=y

The Manila Times

By

Page:

LIBRARY
OF AGRICULTURE

Cloud seeding kicks
off in Cagayan Valley

THE Department of Agriculture
(DA) Region 2 (Cagayan Valley)
office has started cloud seeding
operations to mitigate the effects of
El Nifio in the area.

Ferdinand Cortez of the DA-
Region 2 unit's Agriculture and

Fisheries Information Section said

rain fell in torrents as the Piper Na-
vajo Flyers aircraft touched down at
the Civil Aviation Authority of the
Philippines Base at Cauayan Airport
after scattering sodium chloride on

cloud formations some 4,500 feet

* above the ground on targeted areas.
During the operation, Cortez said
the DA-Region 2 unit's sky and cloud
spotters were stationed in Iguig, Enrile
and Tuguegarao in Cagayan; Santo
‘Tomas, Santa Maria, Ilagan and Benito
Soliven in Isabela; and Barangay Vil-
laros in Bagabag, Nueva Vizcaya.

He said spotters messaged affirma-
tive to waiting Bureau of Soils and
Water Management (BSWM) person-
nel manning their consoles online,
and Philippine Air Force (PAF) pilots
and crew monitoring their apps.

Rose Mary Aquino, DA-Region 2

officer in charge executive director,
said the cloud seeding operations

can cushion the initial impact of
El Nifio. “Crops really need the
precipitation and the cooling effect
of the rain,” she said.

Before the operation, Roberto
Busania, DA-Region 2 technical di-
rector for operations and extension,
said they coordinated and planned
through online conferences with the
PAE, BSWM, Disaster Risk Reduction
Management (DRRM) Offices and
National Irrigation Administration
(NIA) office in Region 2. _

“We have been busy since Febru-
ary 19, 2024, actually, as we moni-
tored cloud formation using avail-
able models online,” Busania said.

Daisy Saldo of the DA-Region 2
Agriculture Engineering Division
said the cloud seeding operation
had to consider many parameters
before execution.

“We have to confirm- the identi-

fied clouds spotted by the apps

from BSWM by our sky spotters.
Furthermore, we have to get the
timing that these clouds are above
the targeted cornland and other
areas subject to the direction of the
wind,” Saldo said.

LEANDER C. DOMINGO
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 AICE PRICES SETTO FALL AS HARVEST SEASON BEGINS

Rice
THE Department of Agriculture (DA) has
reported that the rice-eating Filipino people
may expectadownward trend in the price of
the cereal. ’

Without doubt, this is "good news," partic-
ularly to the poor, who comprise the bulk of |
the country's more than 110 million popula-
tion. ;‘ SN
" In fact, the price of rice slightly dropped

before the end of last month, according to
Agriculture Undersecretary Arnel de Mesa.
"Noong huling bahagi ng Pebrero hanggang
ngayon ay nasa P49 to P50 level na 'yong
prevailing prices,” said the DA executive.

In January, the average price of the grain,
the staple of Filipinos, was around P52 to P53
a kilo for well-milled and regular milled rice.

The hard-working official added: "We are
expecﬁng&atthepricewilldmp‘eymmore"t}ﬁs
March because the harvest season has started.

Besides, safety nets areinplace tobluntrice
price hikesin the country, where the Interna-

tional Rice Research Institute (IRRI) is locat-

sed IRRI is.the .
b 1Y ranization dedi-
cated to reducing poverty, hunger and mal-
nutrition. |
Here, scientists from various parts of the
world develop new high-yielding rice vari-
ties. : : : fit
In the view of many quarters, the govern-
mentisina position toensure thatour people
have access to low-priced but high-quality —— -
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i Villar pushes exfens.i’on; higher budget for RCEF

By JASPER EMMANUEL
ARCALAS :

e,

. Sen. Cynthia Villar wants to
double the annual guaranteed
allocation for the rice
competitiveness enhancement
fund (RCEF) to P20 billion as
she seeks to extend the fund by
another six years or until 2030.

The extension of the RCEF
is necessary in sustaining the
initial gains from the program
in improving rice farmers’
productivity as noted by Villar
in her previous pronouncements.

Villar is the principal author

of Republic Act 11203 or the rice -
trade liberalization that created

the RCEF in 2019.

'RCEF, which aims to make
rice farmers competitive against
neighboring countries, is set to

end this year after six years of

implementation. .~ - _
- Under the law, the RCEF gets a

guaranteed annual appropriation |

of P10 billion, while all tariffs
‘collected from rice imports in

excess of P10 billion would be

plowed back to the rice
industry to bankroll
additional programs.
“We will have some
changes based on the
performance (of the
components),” Villar,
who chairs the Senate

Committee on Agriculture and
Food, told reporters yesterday on

the sidelines of a poultry forum.

“The (rice tariff) collection is
so huge. When we passed the
law they said collections would

reach P12 billion but now it is

around P30 billion. So, it is okay
even if we increase the (RCEF)

budget to P20 billion,” Villar

added. :
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PHL sets world record for
number of pork dishes

Record-breaking attempt was part

A NEW Guinness World Record
has been set in Quezon City. On
March 1, the National Federa-
tion of Hog Farmers, Inc. set the
world record for the Most Variety
of Pork Dishes on Display during
the National Hog Festival.

The Guinness World Records,
founded in 1955, is a reference
for the world’s extremes: the
most, the biggest, the longest.
Some of their records that have
involved the Philippinesincludea
record for the most people brush-
ing their teeth simultaneously
(2007); and quite recently, the
record for the largest human mat-
tress dominoes (2335 in 2023).
And most infamously, before the
entry was placed under review
(still accessible through https://
tinyurl.com/3fmxktpm), the re-
cord for the greatest robbery of a
government, set by dictator Fer-
dinand Marcos.

“The minimum is 300,” said
Guinness World Records Official
Adjudicator Sonia Ushiroguchi
during the attempt to set the
world record in Gateway Mall 2 in
Araneta City. “Today, we have 341
dishes,” she said, which was greeted
with cheers. However, she asked
for abit of quiet to make something
clear — “We have 341 dishes that
were submitted,” and this time, she
was greeted with groans. “I know.
T’'m very happy that everyone is so
passionate here. However, we have
some disqualifications.

“Some of the dishes did not
meet the guidelines. We have
28 dishes that did not meet the
guidelines. So, with a total of 313,
we have a new Guinness World
Record! Congratulations!”

The crowd cheered, and Jan
Buenaflor, Project Director for
the National Hog Festival, the
record attempt, and a member of
the Ways and means Committee
of the National Federation of Hog
Farmers. burst into tears. In an
interview with BusinessWorld,
she said, “I am very, very happy.
I'm actually [at a loss] for words.

“It’s very touching that we
gathered all these people together

of effort to revitalize the pork industry

A SCENE from the National Hog Festival in Quezon City.

to showease their pork dishes. I'm
very, very happy,” she said.

Participants included schools
like National University - Dasma-
rinas, the University of Perpetual
Help System, Perpetual Help
College of Manila - College of
International Hospitality Man-
agement, the Lyceum of the Phil-
ippines University - Manila, and
the Manuel S. Enverga University
Foundation, which collectively
contributed 100 dishes.

Institutional partners like Ro-
bina Farms, Universal Robina,
Del Monte, and restaurants such
as Tung Lok Seafood, Mango Tree
Café, Bacolod Chicken Inasal,
Mesa, Tim Ho Wan, Pound Flat-
terie, Hawker Chan, Cabalen,
Tindeli, and Vikings, also submit-
ted entries.

Don’t ask us what we ate: we
had more than 300 of them to go
through.

Ms. Buenaflor said that the
guidelines included using a mini-

mum of three kilograms of pork
per dish, multiplied by 313 (which
comes out to 939 kilograms, a bit
more than a ton of pork).

“The reason why we did this
attempt is because we wanted
really to showcase (not only)
the culinary expertise of these
people, but it’s because Filipinos
love pork,” she said.

More than that, the world
record attempt was made as an
effort to revitalize the hog indus-
try, in recovery since the African
Swine Flu (ASF) outbreak in
2019, and the COVID-19 pan-
demic of 2020. “During ASF, tala-

' gang marami kaming nawalan ng

hanapbuhay (a lot of us lost our
livelihoods),” she said. “During
the time when ASF happened,
we really wanted to increase the
per capita consumption of pork.
Gusto naming manumbalik muli
ang sigla ng pagbababoy (we want
to return the vigor of hog rais-
ing),” she said.

In a story from BusinessWorld,
“Pork inventory seen sufficient
until first quarter of 2024,” it said
that “Philippine pork production
is expected to hit 925,000 metric
tons representing a 5% downgrade |
of a previous forecast due to the |
continued presence of ASF in top
producing regions,” according to
the US Department of Agriculture.
“We need more support, kailangan
marami ulit ang mag-alaga (we
need more people to raise pigs)...
we have to do repopulation,” said
Ms. Buenaflor.

Still, she said, “Walang imposi-
ble sa taong nangangarap ng bong-
ga-bongga (nothing is impossible
for a person with big dreams).”

Meanwhile, Ms. Ushiroguchi
told BusinessWorld, “Any record
that brings so many people to-
gether to work to make the world
a more fun, positive, and inter-
esting place deserves a place in
the Guinness World Records.”

. — Joseph L. Garcia
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HEAT IS ON: FARMERS BATTLE RISING INFLATION AND EL NINO as philippine inflation rises amid the challenges posed by E uiﬁo,famasinuautac,mm,amﬁmwmmmmammunmuuﬂm
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T’S too early

for the country |

to “declare

. victory” against
inflation, giving
the Bangko Sentral
ng Pilipinas (BSP)
more reason to
keep monetary
policy tight longer
than expected.

In a briefing on Wednesday,
BSP Governor Eli M. Remolona Jr.
told reporters that the monetary
authorities do not expect any rate
cuts soon.

However, Remolona said it is
also unlikely that the Monetary
Board, the highest policy-making
body of the BSP, will increase rates
further.

“You saw the inflation number
yesterday [Tuesday]. It’s well within
what we thought [it] would be. So,
our models are more or less right.
The models and the data seem to
suggest that it’s still too soon to
declare victory,” Remolona said.

“We seemn to be on our way [to

"meeting our targets]. But there’s

not enough data to assure us that
we will settle comfortably within
our target range of 2 to 4 percent.

SEE “INFLATION,” A2
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Inflation...

CONTINUED FROM A1

In terms of just the data, things
look ckay. But it’s not assured,” he
also said.

Remolona said the proposal to
increase minimum wages lodged
at the Senate of the Philippines
and the House of Representatives
would be considered a supply shock
to the economy.

The Senate has approved the
P100 increase in wages, while the
House of Representatives approved
a P350 increase in wages. These
proposals, Remolona said, will be
considered as second round effects.

“[We are at] 3.4 percent. Our
model was saying it’s going to be
around 3.9 for the year. So it’s on
the edge. So I can’t say that we're
going to ease [monetary policy]
soon. I think it’s unlikely that we
will tighten it some more. But we’ll
see what the data says,” he added.

Upside risks to inflation that
Remolona said would affect the
BSP’s decision on monetary policy
include rice inflation in the domes-
tic market and oil prices in the in-
ternational market.

In February, PSA said rice infla-
tion increased by 23.7 percent and
26.3 percent for All Income and :

Bottom 30 percent households,
respectively. (See: https://business-
mirror.com.ph/2024/03/06/high-rice-
prices-cl’ted-|'n-3—4-february-inﬂa—
tion/)

National Statistician Claire
Dennis S. Mapa said rice prices ac-
counted for 49 percent or 1.6 per-
centage points of the inflation of
all income households and 79 per-
cent or 3.3 percentage points of the
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4.2 percent inflation experienced
by the poorest Filipinos.

“Rice prices are a source of up-
side risk. They are also what we call
a salient price. Which means peo-
ple tend to notice rice prices more
than they notice other prices,” Re-
molona said. “[This] means it has
an outsized effect on expectations.
So we're struggling with [this]. For
now, we seem to be able to manage
expectations. But rice is-very popu-
lar. Locally it’s rice and then glob-
ally it’s oil,” he added.

Last month, the Monetary
Board left the Target Reverse Re-
purchase (RRP) Rate unchanged
for the second time. With the deci-
sion, the country’s key policy rate
was 6.5 percent. The interest rates
on the overnight deposit and lend-
ing facilities were kept at 6 percent
and 7 percent, respectively.

BSP Monetary and Economic
Sector In-Charge Iluminada Si-
cat said the monetary authorities
would instead take a “more pru-
dent monetary policy stance” given
upside risks to inflation.

However, the economy’s growth
is not safe from the impact of tight
monetary policy. The BSP warned
that the full impact of the rate
hikes will be felt by the economy
this year. (See: https://businessmir-
ror.com.ph/2024/02/16/prudent-
amid-inflation-risk-bsp-keeps-rates-
again/)
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Villar to seek extension of RCEF

SENATE committee on agri-
culture chair Cynthia Villar is

proposing for a six-year exten-  composting machines for organic
sion of the implementation of  fertilizer so that these will have a
the Rice Competitive Enhance-  regular budget. ;
ment Fund (RCEF) beyond = ‘he lawmaker noted the im-
June this year, portance of retaining funding

Villar told repor ters she will

propose fot the increase in the
annual allocation of P10 billion as
tariff collection has been exceed-
ing that amount since 2019.

She said her proposal will in-

crease the funding for water im-.

pounding facilities as well as for

for mechanization as well as the
budget intended for the distribu-
tion of quality rice seeds.

RCEF was created by the Rice
Tarrification Law which provides
that tariffs collected from rice

imports should be allocated to

programs that benefit local rice

farmers and the industry.
However, under the current

version of thelaw, the fnd js only _
expected to be collected until June . -

2024 after it started in 2019.
RCEF’s annual P10 billion allo-
cation is divided into several focus
areas including the mechanization
progmm-for P5 billion; distribu-
tion of high-yielding seeds at P3
billion; training and capacitating

farmers for P1 billion; and credit
support for the remaining P1
billion.

“We will change some things
‘based on performance,” Villar
said on the sidelines of an event
hosted by the United Broiler
Raiser’s Association in Quezon
City yesterday.

Villar said she is finalizing the
bill on the extension and targets
to have it passed and signed into
law before June. -Jed Macapagal
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Local Oggun tractor
unveiled

BY LEANDER C. DOMINGO

Date:

LOCALLY developed Oggun tractor has been

unveiled by RU Foundry based in Bacolod

d the Southeast Asian Regional Center

for Graduate Study and Research in Agriculture

(Searca) headquartered at the campus of the
University of the Philippine Los Banos (UPLB).

Searca Director Glenn Gregorio
said the collaboration has resulted
in the completion of the enhanced
Oggun tractor, an open-systems
design tractor locally manufac-
tured in the Philippines.

“The Center strides toward
building commuinity resilience
and sustainable livelihood
through agri-mechanization with
open-systems tractors,” he said.

Gregorio said the center’s Gen-
eral Service Unit, together with the
Emerging Innovation for Growth
Department, inspected the newly
designed Oggun tractor, which is
tailored to meet the unique needs
of farming communities in the
Visayas.

He said that the upgraded Og-
gun tractor now boasts a power:
take-off device for direct coupling
ofimplements, an improved wheel
design for enhanced traction, and

a sturdier bracket and frame engi-

neered to thrive in the country’s
diverse terrain and soil conditions.

Headed by Ramon Uy, RU
Foundry introduced a locally
manufactured hydraulic cylinder
for the tractor and upgraded the
engine to a fuel-injected type,

ensuring cost-efficient fuel con-
sumption. &

RU Foundry's long-term part-
ner, the Kabankalan City-based
Central Philippine State University
(CPSU) represented by its presi-
dent Aladino Moraca, as well as
the UPLB Center for Agri-fisheries
and Biosystems Mechanization
(BioMech), witnessed the im-
pressive test run of the Oggun
tractor in Bacolod, followed by a
hands-on field test in Kabankalan,
Negros Occidental, held on Febru-
ary 27-28.

‘Headed by Ronel Pangan, the
UPLB Biomech is also Searca’s
partner in the farm mechanization
initiative.

Gregorio also noted that as part
of the community consultation
process, the Searca team engaged
with the farmers in Sitio Flora in
Kabankalan to gather their per-
spectives on utilizing the localized
Oggun tractor in their farms.

Francisco de Guzman, Sitio
Flora Agrarian Reform Coopera-
tive (SFARC) president, expressed
unwavering enthusiasm on the
tractor’s potential impact on their
community.
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B The Oggun tractor developed by RU Foundry and the Southeast Asian Ilegional Center for Graduate Study and Research in Agriculture {Searr.a) can meet
the needs of Filipino farmers. SEARCA PHOTO

De Guzman said SFARC, which

manages approximately 120 hect-
ares of agrarian land dedicated to
corn, sugarcane and various.veg-
etables, is assisted by-the Depart-
ment of Agrarian Reform (DAR)
in enhancing their entrepreneurial
skills. :

He added that the farm coopera-
tion has been the primary source
of vegetable produce being sup-
plied to the Bureau of Jail Man-
agement and Penology in Negros
Occidental.

However, de Guzman also em-

phasized that there are challenges
farmers face in land preparation.
“We depend so much on cara-
baos for which we pay P300 for
four hours of work per day. Ad-
ditionally, the extreme heat limits
their working hours and preparing
a hectare of land for production
takes up to two weeks,” he said.
De Guzman added there are
few experienced carabao handlers
in their area that could skill-
fully maneuver the animal for
land preparation, making it more

challenging for farmers to prepare

their farmland for planting.
 With that, Searca said the com-

munity envisioned the possi-

bilities and benefits of utilizing
an Oggun tractor that can meet
their needs.

“Weeks of land preparation
from their traditional practice
using carabaos can now be short-
ened to just a few hours with the

local tractor in place even with -

inexperienced tractor drivers and

- women who could now seamlessly

navigate and operate the tractor,”
Gregorio said.

Searca .said the community
expressed eagerness to actively
participate in the improvement
and study of the Oggun tractor's
localization process.

“With strong backing from aca-
demia through CPSU, government
through the DAR and industry
through RU Foundry, this initia-
tive is poised to yield promising
outcomes fostering community
empowerment and ensuring the
sustainability of livelihoods in
the agricultural areas of Negros
Occidental,” Searca said.
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Food firms get potential sales in Gulfood

THREE food companies based in

Region 2 (Cagayan Valley) made
a mark at the Gulfood Show 2024

by generating market leads worth
$3.7 million or around P207
million.

Gulfood 2024 is the largest
annual food and beverage trade
show in the Arab region held at
the Dubai World Trade Center
from February 19-23.

According to the Department of
Trade and Industry (DTI) office in
Region 2, this is the third time the
region participated in an overseas
fair in one year, the first one at the
China Asean Expo in Nanning,
China, featuring Tuguegarao City
and at the Ambiente Fair in Frank-
furt, Germany, featuring Qulrmo
province.

Manilyn Ponce, DTI Region 2
information officer, said the three
food companies who participated
in the Gulfood Show are now in
negotiations for potential sales
worth $3.7 million with buyers
from India, France, the United
Arab Emirates, Saudi Arabia, Ku-
wait, Pakistan and Africa.

“The figures are expected to

increase with serious inquiries

B Photo shows the booths of Filipino food firms that participated in Gulfood 2024 from Feb. 19-23, 2024.
CONTRIBUTED PHOTO

from 13 more potential buyers
with interests in the calamansi
herbal juice drink and okra chips
from JBM Food Products of Cabat-
uan, Isabela; fresh frozen shrimps
from Dataj Aquafarm Inc. of

Santa Teresita, Cagayan; and rice-
cassava crackers from Lighthouse
Cooperative of Tuguegarao City,
Cagayan,” Ponce said.

She said the DTI Region 2 is tak-
ing businesses to new heights, and
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" its participation in global events '

hopes to catapult the region’s mi-
cro, small and medium enterprises
to become significant players in '
the export arena. .
LEANDER C. DOMINGO
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EU govts prepare for p0551b111ty of food crisis

VHE combined forces of El

I Nifio and La Nifia have crip-

pled Latin American soy out-
put. Ukrainian and Russian grain
farmershave gone towar. Indonesia
hasbanned shipments of palmoilto
Europe, while China is hungry for
crops. The Mediterranean region is
getting more like a desert.

The year is 2024. “Food short-
age in Europe? The only question
is when, but they don’t listen,” says
an unidentified voice in a video

broadcast. The audience sits qui-

etly—listening.

The dramatic collision of events,
of course, hasn't yet come to pass.
But over two days in central Brus-
sels last month, some 60 European
Union and government officials,
food security experts, industry
representatives and a few journal-
ists gathered to confront the pos-
sibility of something barely on the
radar a few years ago: a full-blown
food crisis.

The group sat down in a refur-
bished art deco Shell building to
simulate what might happen, and
help design policies aimed at pre-
vention and response. A few streets
away, farmers were stepping up
their protestsagainst the European
Union; disrupting supplies to super-
markets as if to sharpen the focus
of the participants.

The plush co-working space was
hardly abunker or secure basement

in a warzone. But the video images
of drought, floods and civil unrest
to the pounding beat of ominous
music created a sense of urgency.

“Expect alevel of chaos,” warned
Piotr Magnuszewski, a systems
modeler and game designer whohas
worked with the United Nations.
“You may be confused at times and
nothave enoughinformation. There
will be time travel.”

To watch one of the best-fed

regions in the world stress test its
food system underscores a grow-
ing level of alarm among govern-
ments over securing supplies for
their populations. In the space of

four years, multiple shocks have!

shaken up the way food is grown,
distributed and consumed.

The coronavirus pandemic,
Russia’s invasion of Ukraine and
disruptions on key shipping routes
have disturbed supply chains and
sent prices soaring. Erratic and
extreme weather now regularly
disturbs farming. Against that
backdrop, officials are no longer
asking when a food crisis may ar-
rive, but rather how many crises
they can deal with at once.

And so, it’s 2025 and there are
more harvest failures, They impact
animal feed prices, which curbs

livestockand fish production. Some

ships carrying crops turnaway from
Europe to cater to higher bidders
elsewhere.

Asia’s palm oil export limits are
now reducing supplies of daily sta-
ples from margarine to bread. Al-
legations of corporate greed, disin-
formation and conspiracy theories
are spreading.

“The timeliness in terms of the
topic was incredibly on point,” said
Katja Svensson, a senior food sys-
tems adviser to the Nordic Coun-
cil of Ministers who participated
in the simulation. She now wants
her region to hold its own. “When
it comes to movies, it's engrossing.
You really become part of it, and it
has a far greater impact,” she said.

Stress testing has been a com-
mon featurein thebankingindustry
since the financial crisis, while gov-
ernment officialsand policymakers
in the United States have done so-
calledwargaming from time totime,
even one involving a pandemic just
months before coronavirus struck.

In Europe, government-ledexer-

cises are rare, let alone one focused
on food, according to Magnusze-

~ wski, science director at the Centre

for Systems Solutions in Wroclaw,
Poland.

Seemingly, Europe is in an envi-
able position. It's one of the world’s
biggest suppliers of foodstuffsfrom
grains and dairy to pork and olive
oil, with some of the lowest levels
of food insecurity.

On average, just 14 percent of
household spending went toward

food in 2021, compared with some
60 percent in Nigeria and 40 per-

cent in Egypt. The Global Food Se--

curity Index regularly ranks Euro-
pean countries as the most secure
in the world.

But there are vulnerabilities.
Weather and climate events are
hitting farmers regularly, cost-
ing Europe more than €50 billion
($54.3 billion) in economic losses

in2022. The cost of fertilizersand °

energy needed to grow crops and
keep glasshouses running soared
in the wake of Russia’s invasion
of Ukraine.

" Things unravel further later in
2025. Thieves are looting super-
markets. Police struggle to contain
riots spreading in cities. People in
Germany can't find fish and meat
at grocery stores. Livestock farm-
ers are going bankrupt,

Meanwhile, the public's focus
shifts toprofiteeringby commodity
traders. Small farms fall like domi-
nos, while attacks on immigrants
begin to become more widespread.
Is the EU a sinking ship, someone
asksin the vided? It's all the fault of
“liberal elites,” someone else says.

Now for the solutions. Partici-
pants split into groups with each

person assigned a new role, from

farmer lobbyists to food worker
unions. (This reporter played arep-
resentative of a trade group for oil
plant producers). In circles of four
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or five with coffee and cookieé, the
groups workshopped policies from

_crisis management and building

reserves to food provision for the

most vulnerable.

Longer term, thereare questions
over how to curb Europe’s concern-
ingoverreliance onimportsof crops
like soy needed to feed its vast meat
and dairy industry. So a taskforce,
attended by thisreporter, pushed to
cut subsidies for livestock farming.
Wine and crudités ended the day.

Day two started with a mind-
fulness session before focusing on
policy proposals and any conclu-
sions. There was little objection
to the idea that diets need to shift.
toward healthier options and away
from meat. Questions loomed over
how best to manage food reserves
and monitor the level of stockpiles.

Participants singled out other
topics for future exercises, from
food safety and bioterrorism to
countering disinformation and
preparation for animal-borne dis-
eases, the latter being “a huge issue
and it risks becommg even bigger,”
Svensson said.

Intruth, few governmentsin Eu-
rope are prepared for managing fu-

ture food crises, according to Chris

Hegadorn, a retired US diplomat
who co-organized the workshop.
“We've been living in crisis for
thelastthreeyears,” said Hegadorn,
ad;unctprofessorofglobalfoodpoh-
tics at Sciences Po in Paris. “There’s

- alot more to be done on everylevel.

Crises are only going to come, faster
and harder.” Bloomberg News



