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Challenges to SARD and poverty in the Philippines is rooted mainly in the problem of land tenure, where small farmers till not their own soil, but those of the landed elite and large corporations. Although the Comprehensive Agrarian Reform Program (CARP) has distributed 6.3 million hectares (79%) of the total 8.06 million hectares for distribution, these lands exclude commercial farms of 1,000 hectares and above, which were temporarily exempted due to political influences. While such agrarian reform laws aim to make land distribution more equitable, political, social, and economic structures continue to hamper these efforts.          

Land tenure is vital to poverty reduction, as it can lead to greater productivity, increased family incomes and sustainable land use. In the Philippines, where geography makes us a largely agricultural economy, this inequity in land distribution is disturbing. 60% of the country’s population is made up of farmers, but only 2/3 of them are employed in this industry; worse, this 2/3 of farmers are forced to compete for the shrinking GDP share of the sector. Furthermore, the twin pressures of rapid population growth and stagnant productivity have also forced the country to import agricultural products, especially rice – a tragedy, considering the number of people dependent on agriculture for livelihood.     

Tied to this underlying issue of land tenure is the global economic framework, which necessarily affects the choice of technology being used. Part of the problem of sustainable agriculture is the view that land and other resources should be shifted toward cash crop, instead of food crop production, to meet export requirements. Such practices undermine the food sovereignty and self-sufficiency of the country, by increasing its dependence on markets for food production and distribution. Such practices also exhaust the land and create new problems, as indicated in decreased productivity in recent years. The Philippine’s membership in the WTO and other international funding agencies create policy environments which make the country even more vulnerable to the negative, long-term effects of short-term gains in productivity.    

The problem of limited resources being allocated by the government for the mainstreaming of sustainable agriculture, as well as for the implementation of the support services component of CARP, also remain. The Department of Land Reform (DLR) admitted that one of the major problems of the program is the lack of funding. The provision of support services for the development of CARP program beneficiaries requires an investment of P49.130 billion – but at a time when government is observing austerity measures to avoid a fiscal crisis, it is unlikely that support services will get that much funding.      

Efforts for sustainable agriculture also stumble with the, “lack of effective, comprehensive, and coordinated government intervention in agriculture,” which they say, “lay at the root of the anemic state of Philippine agriculture.” (Bello, 2003)

The collapse of the WTO Ministerial Meeting in Cancun, Mexico last 2003 drove home the point of the urgency of agricultural support from the government. With an annual budgetary appropriation of less than 40 percent for, “productivity-enhancing expenditures such as irrigation, research and development, fishery extension, and other support services,” and with research and development expenditures at, “0.27 percent of gross valued-added by agriculture – far below the one percent benchmark” – it is indeed daunting to know that U.S. and E.U. subsidies to agribusiness is at the rate of $1 billion per day. (Bello 2003, 2004)      

Efforts to create a safety net program in 1998 also fell short of its goals, as the program, “was not able to take off the ground as government could not even meet the annual budgetary needs of the Department of Agriculture.” (Bello 2003)

But we remain hopeful, as we turn our energies toward finding solutions to these problems. Civil society vigilance has always been a source of hope, and their increasing involvement and participation in the decision-making process provides an avenue for collaboration in governmental and inter-governmental efforts.   

In the Philippine experience, one area of work we can engage in to promote SARD is the integration of indigenous knowledge into national policies and programs. Various civil society organizations focusing on this practice have shown the viability of scaling up indigenous knowledge in agriculture, without sacrificing high productivity. Although there are no official figures, NGOs already estimate the number of hectares devoted to sustainable agriculture practice to reach at least 100,000 hectares, as of 2002. 

Increasing the access of the poor and marginalized to land and other resources entails empowerment and development work, where participatory processes are the order of the day. Civil society work stresses this, as do our programs and projects at the Department of Social Welfare and Development. Increased access to a democratic policy environment sensitive to the needs of the poor and marginalized is a priority step in ensuring this equitable distribution for sustainable agriculture and rural development.  

