The other side of the Alcala coin
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Now is the time for Senator Antonio Trillanes to come out and give us his expert opinion on how to settle the worsening South China Sea dispute between the Philippines and China.

The Philippines was scheduled on Sunday, March 30, to file a “formal pleading”before the United Nations that would allow UN arbitral tribunal to study the Philippine position that the Chinese claim in most of the South China Sea covers part of the Philippine territory.

China’s foreign minister, spokesman Hong Lei, has warned the Philippines against proceeding with the UN case.

Now is the time for Trillanes to use his influence with China and the Philippines like what he did two years ago when he became the Aquino Administration’s secret negotiator and settled some Spratley issues that were threatening to escalate.

It is sad that unlike then, when we were regaled by stories that Trillanes did this and did that, all we are hearing from Trillanes these days is the sound of silence.

* * *

If you listen only to the critics of Agriculture Secretary Proceso Alcala, you would have to conclude that he is one of the underperforming members of President Benigno Aquino III’s cabinet and that he (Alcala) has surrounded himself with people of questionable competence.

But if you look at the side of Alcala’s coin, you would get a totally different impression.

Contrary to the impression created by critics against the DA , the agency under Alcala has seen record numbers of barley harvest since 2011.

And these are facts—not fiction or half-truths. These figures are from the records of Bureau of Agricultural Statistics under the Philippine Statistics Authority which is an attached agency of the National Economic and Development Authority (NEDA). 

The records show that the Food Staples Sufficiency Program FSSP, in partnership with rice sector players, delivered record production of 18.44 million metric tons of palay in 2013, the highest level reached in the country’s farming history. Palay production grew by 16.93 percent or 2.67 million metric tons since the implementation of FSSP in 2011.

Using the Food and Agriculture Organization formula, rice sufficiency ratio (1) improved from 81 percent to 96 percent this period. The other measure of sufficiency compares production to utilization (2) and by this formula, the improvement is from 86.70 percent to 93.43 percent over the same period.

Average farm gate price of palay increased from P14.87 in 2010 to P16.94 in 2013 or P2.07 per kilo of palay sold by a farmer or 14 percent increase over three years. On the consumer side, the average price of regular milled rice rose from P30.84 per kilo in 2010 to P33.70 in 2013 or an increase of 9 percent over three years.

Alcala, a few months ago, had good press.

His problem started when a group of businessmen decided to shift business from collecting and exporting Philippine coins which had a higher metal value than face value abroad to rice importation.

The position of the rice importer has some legal basis. They took the stand that the Quantitative Restriction (QR) imposed under our World Trade Organization agreement has expired and therefore anybody can bring in rice to the country so long as correct taxes and duties are paid.

The Department of Agriculture and the National Food Authority vehemently objected and said the QR is still in effect. Anybody who wants to bring in rice would still have to get permits from the proper government agencies.

It is clear that the root cause of the negative media against Alcala is rooted and still influenced by the rice importation issue. Things are more understandable if you look at it from this perspective.

It should also be made clear that nobody wants to stop rice importation. Those who are inveighing against Alcala are saying that there should no longer be any “government monopoly” of rice importation and rice importation should only be subjected to market forces.

The DA’s and Alcala’s position is that there should be some government control of rice importation to make sure that the interest of farmers and consumers are adequately protected.

We hear and read about what has happened under the Alcala watch in the DA and the NFA. Now we are reading about the performance of those who have managed DA and NFA before. We are now getting to appreciate Alcala’s performance.
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