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Exploring the Lived Experiences of Filipino Smallholder Farmers 
under Contract Rice Farming within a Neoliberal Context
John Patrick P. Habacon

Abstract
Background: Contract farming is expanding in the Philippines, primarily 
driven by adopting neoliberal policies. While this model benefits farmers, 
it also raises significant concerns. This study examines the implications of 
contract farming in the rice farming sector, focusing on smallholder rice 
farmers' experiences, challenges, and coping strategies.
Methods: Through in-depth interviews and an ethnographic approach 
including observations of five farmers, the study reveals their dependence on 
contract farming due to lack of initial capital and the attractive market price 
of hybrid rice. 
Results: Three key structural themes emerged: (1) High Hopes – the motivations 
and perceived benefits of contract farming; (2) Covert Exploitation – the 
hidden struggles including high input costs, delayed payments, and lack of 
support during disasters; and (3) Resistance and Adjustments – the farmers' 
adaptive strategies to cope with these challenges.
Conclusion: Farmers often enter contract arrangements due to limited capital 
and the promise of higher returns from hybrid rice that is grown mainly for 
export. This creates a troubling paradox: the country exports rice while facing 
food insecurity. The study calls for fair and sustainable policies to empower and 
support smallholder rice farmers, promoting their autonomy and reducing 
vulnerability.
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INTRODUCTION
Despite its long history as a major rice-producing and consuming nation, the Philippines has become the 

world's leading rice importer, surpassing China in recent years (Gozum, 2023). Although rice is considered the 
staple food of most Filipinos, rice production has been steadily declining because of various interconnected 
and interrelated factors. For instance, available farmlands have significantly declined because of rampant 
land conversion for urban and industrial use, while the rising costs of agricultural inputs such as fertilizers 
and machinery have made rice farming costly and less profitable (Bravo, 2017; Briones, 2017). Moreover, 
fluctuating rice prices in the market have reduced farmers' incomes, and the aging population of farmers, 
the majority of whom are smallholders, further exacerbates the situation (Alvarez, et al., 2022; Palis, 2020). 
Indeed, this intertwining network of issues and concerns has adversely affected the country’s domestic rice 
production capacity.
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Another critical concern compounding the decline in rice production in the country is that most rice 
farmers are smallholders who do not own the land they till (Ramos, 2012). Their lack of land ownership limits 
their ability to acquire necessary resources and implement improvements, resulting in a vicious cycle of low 
productivity and poverty (Michler & Shively, 2014). The smallholders' ability to sustain their economy and 
increase their output is further hampered by the fact that they are often at the mercy of landowners and market 
dynamics (Oakeshott, 2016). Essentially, the agricultural sector's systemic problems hinder the efforts toward 
rice self-sufficiency and heighten the country's reliance on imports to meet domestic demand (San Juan, 2020).

Notwithstanding these salient issues, many multinational companies still consider the Philippines a 
lucrative location for crop production, owing to its diverse land types and relatively low labor costs (Ortiz & 
Torres, 2020). Known as contract farming (CF), large agribusinesses enter into agreements with local farmers 
to produce specific crops by providing the necessary inputs and technical support and ensuring the farmers 
a market for their produce (Meemken & Bellemare, 2020). However, this model, while advantageous in some 
respects, also raises concerns about the fairness and sustainability of such arrangements. Although CF can 
aid in improving productivity and providing better incomes for farmers, scholars also argue that it may lead 
to dependency on multinational corporations and constrain the agency of local farmers (Bellemare & Bloem, 
2018; Ton et al., 2018). Furthermore, these multinational contract companies, often based in developing 
countries, typically export to regions with high demand and greater profit potential (Meemken & Bellemare, 
2020). As the country faces its uncertain agricultural future, striking a balance between the benefits of trade 
investments and the need to support and empower local farmers will be crucial.

In this article, the implications of their participation in these contracts were explored on their farming lives 
and tried to make sense of how they navigate the challenges that come with it. The first part introduces the 
current situation of rice farming in the country and the challenges confronting our smallholder rice farmers. 
In the second part of the study, the existing literature on contract farming in the country, the neoliberal 
restructuring of agriculture that led to the rise of contract farming, and the conditions in post-colonial 
societies that facilitate it were discussed. The third section delves into the research methodology, while the 
fourth segment presents the key findings and discussion. Finally, the last section provides a conclusion and 
reflections on the research process.

Contract Farming
Contract farming in the Philippines has been around for decades, although it was initially aimed at 

cultivating high-value crops such as bananas and pineapples (Digal, 2007). However, there has been a 
growing demand for contract farming in rice cultivation in recent years.  Corporations favor cultivating hybrid 
premium rice seeds to produce quality typically exported to other countries. Even though the Philippines is 
largely regarded as a net-importing country for rice, the country still exports premium rice to other nations 
(Abadilla, 2016). 

Supporters of CF claim that it can result in numerous benefits to agricultural workers (Arouna et.al, 2021; 
Bellemare & Lim, 2018; Kanburi Bidzakin et al., 2019; Nhân & Yutaka, 2019). For instance, CF companies can 
help farmers have financial security since contracts often provide a fixed price for a percentage of the harvest, 
stabilizing their incomes and reduce the risks of unstable market prices. Moreover, CF companies can provide 
or make it more convenient for farmers to access necessary agricultural inputs such as pesticides, fertilizers, 
and premium seeds—all of which can be expensive for farmers to procure. Farmers may also receive technical 
support and training on better farming techniques from CF companies that may help reduce expenses and 
improve yields, making them more productive and efficient. Lastly, CF companies can provide farmers access 
to markets beyond their immediate area due to their established connections and network of marketing 
channels. This action  will ultimately eliminate the farmers' dependence on extortionate middlemen or traders.

Nonetheless, several issues are also attributed to the widespread implementation of contract farming 
(Adams et al., 2018; Dupa, 2022). For instance, critics of CF have pointed out the power imbalance that arises 
from it, specifically the unequal bargaining power between businesses and individual farmers, which leads 
to unfavorable contract terms (Niño & Oya, 2021). Moreover, it may lead to an excessive dependency on 
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businesses for markets and inputs, leaving farmers vulnerable to changes in corporate policies or market 
dynamics (De la Cruz & Jansen, 2017).

Neoliberalization and the Rise of Contract Farming
As a political-economic theory, neoliberalism promotes free markets, deregulation, privatization, and 

minimal state intervention in economic affairs (Harvey, 2007; Heywood, 2013). This ideology is based on 
the belief that reducing government control and allowing free market forces to operate results in increased 
efficiency, innovation, and overall economic growth (Tomas, 2020). When applied in agriculture, neoliberal 
restructuring aims to transform traditional farming systems into market-driven enterprises and integrate them 
into the global economy. In the Philippines, the adoption of these reforms stems from the promise of greater 
productivity and improved livelihoods for farmers. It is perceived as the catalyst for economic development, 
reduced inequalities, and poverty alleviation (Borras, 2007).

The rise of contract farming and the adoption of neoliberal policies are closely interconnected, with 
neo-liberalization creating conditions that foster the expansion of contract farming arrangements. Contract 
farming aligns with neoliberal ideals by promoting private sector involvement in agriculture, minimizing state 
intervention, and encouraging competition and globalization in agricultural markets (Niño & Oya, 2021). In 
particular, smallholder farmers are targeted as ‘beneficiaries’ of CF due to their perceived lack of entrepreneurial 
skills and distance from markets, contributing to their poverty. The proposed neoliberal solution aims to 
integrate them into corporate-driven global agricultural value chains, where they can acquire the necessary 
business skills and take advantage of market opportunities (Martiniello & Azambuja, 2019).

In this context, contract farming has emerged as a private sector-driven mechanism in order to fill the 
void left by the government withdrawal, providing smallholder farmers with access to inputs, credit, and 
markets (Little & Watts, 1994). Moreover, neocolonial societies create favorable conditions for contract farming 
to flourish, as farmers are driven to connect with companies in a globalized agricultural market. This shift 
effectively substitutes colonial plantations and government marketing programs while allowing companies 
to enter new agricultural areas thanks to technological advancements (Vicol et al., 2021).

While proponents of contract farming argue that it can enhance productivity and income stability 
for smallholder farmers, critics contend that it may exacerbate power imbalances and increase farmers' 
dependency on large corporations, reflecting broader debates about the impacts of neo-liberalization on 
rural economies and food systems. Martiniello and Azambuja (2019) argued that despite the promise of a 
reciprocal "win-win" scenario—where contract companies receive regular and standardized quantities of 
produce, and smallholders gain secure market access—there is little evidence of success in contract farming. 
They discovered that including smallholders in these schemes often lead to dispossession, selection of the 
most competitive producers, ecological degradation, social differentiation, and conflict. Meanwhile, Yadav 
(2024) contended that the rise of contract farming, a key feature of neoliberalization, has been primarily 
driven by eliminating government subsidies and increasing agricultural expenses. However, the CF under 
the neoliberal paradigm has been criticized for commodifying food and the land (Van der Borght & Gómez, 
2024). In the case of Ugandan sugar farming communities, for example, implementing contract farming 
contributes further to the marginalization of smallholders rather than uplifting their situations (Martiniello, 
2020). According to Mazwi et al. (2022), although neoliberalism has made it easier for capital to enter many 
agrarian economies in Africa, it has also resulted in the subjugation of impoverished and vulnerable farmers 
and new rural inequality. 

In the case of the Philippines, Clapp and Moseley (2020) argued that the neoliberal restructuring of 
agriculture resulted in a growing dependence on food importation, which undermined domestic agricultural 
production. In addition, the prioritization of export markets has only aggravated specialization and competition, 
mainly benefitting large-scale commercial enterprises at the expense of the smallholder farmers. Moreover, the 
conditions under which agricultural commerce has been opened generally favor developed countries' interests, 
placing the local farmers at a disadvantage. Most importantly, contract farming arrangements have become 
more widespread among Filipino smallholder farmers, but at the same time, raising concerns about possible 
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exploitation and power imbalances. Finally, the neoliberal agenda has significantly weakened land ownership 
rights for agricultural workers, thus further reinforcing existing inequalities and compromising food security.

Research Problem
Given these conditions, it is crucial to understand the perspectives of smallholder rice farmers engaged 

in corporate contract farming. This study intends to fill the gaps in the existing literature by looking into the 
complex dynamics of corporate contract farming in the Philippines through a critical neoliberal theoretical 
framework. The study emphasizes the perspectives and agency of small-scale rice farmers, aiming to 
comprehend the complexities of power dynamics and socio-economic nuances inherent in such interactions. 
By shedding light on their experiences, the research aims to contribute to discussions on fair and sustainable 
agricultural development that gives emphasize the empowerment and agency of smallholder rice farmers.

To maintain focus, the study aimed to answer the following research questions: (1) Why do smallholder 
rice farmers turn to contract rice farming?; (2) What are the challenges and issues faced by smallholder rice 
farmers under contract farming arrangements?; and (3) What strategies are smallholder rice farmers adopting 
to address the challenges posed by corporate contract farming arrangements?

METHODS
Since this study primarily focused on understanding and investigating the experiences of smallholder rice 

farmers engaged in corporate contract farming arrangements, the qualitative research design was employed. 
Specifically, this qualitative study utilized the transcendental approach. The transcendental phenomenological 
approach, as explained by Creswell and Poth (2016), helps describe the shared experiences of several people 
regarding a concept or phenomenon. The main goal of phenomenology is to distill individual experiences 
into a description of the universal "essence." Researchers using this method are encouraged to set aside 
their assumptions and biases (Pilarska, 2021), allowing for a deeper and more empathetic understanding of 
farmers' experiences. This method ensures that the research findings reflect the farmers' perspectives rather 
than the researchers' interpretations.

The research occurred in a farming barangay in Lumban, Laguna. The barangay was chosen for its 
abundance of smallholder rice farmers engaged in contract farming, particularly with a multinational 
Philippine-based company. This contract company is described as the “largest local producer of hybrid rice 
and hybrid rice seeds in the Philippines and tropical Asia,” their rice products are available only for export to 
countries in North America, the Middle East, Asia and the Pacific. The researcher was already familiar with the 
community and had used it as the site for previous research. For the entire data gathering, the researcher 
stayed at the house of one of the participating farmers, who also served as his gatekeeper to achieve a more 
immersive observation and gain a deeper understanding of their experiences. 

The participants of this study were purposely selected based on specific criteria. Firstly, they must be 
small-scale farmers. This research considers landholding size since most Filipino rice farmers are involved in 
small-scale farming. Small-scale farming typically involves agricultural production on plots of land ranging 
from less than one hectare to 10 hectares (Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, n.d.). 
Secondly, participants must have been engaged in contract rice farming for at least two planting cycles. This 
duration is deemed sufficient to capture participants' perspectives on the dynamics of contract rice farming 
arrangements. 

In-depth interviews were conducted with the farmers until data saturation was reached, which occurred 
after speaking with five participants. This approach ensures that the farmers can share their experiences freely 
while their perspectives are being explored in greater depth. The interviews were conducted in their native 
language, Tagalog, and focused on their lived experiences within the corporate contract farming arrangement, 
including the challenges they face and the strategies they develop to cope. The interviews with the participants 
lasted between 30 and 40 minutes on average and were recorded using a mobile voice recorder. Overall, the 
participants' ages range from 45 to 64 years. The participants have completed mostly basic education, with 
the highest level of attainment being a high school graduate. Meanwhile, their experience in rice farming 
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varies from 13 to 30 years, and their farm sizes range from 1.2 to 3 hectares. Regarding their involvement in 
contract farming, participants have been engaged for 5 to 10 years. Notably, none of the participants own the 
land they cultivate; they all work as sharecroppers (see Table 1).

Table 1. Summary of socio-demographic and farming characteristics of the smallholder rice farmers (2024)
Socio-Demographic Characteristics Farming Characteristics

Participant Age Educational 
Attainment

Years in Rice 
Farming Farm size (ha) Nature of land 

occupancy
Years in Contract 

Farming

Tatay 64 Elementary Graduate 20 1.2 Leasehold 
(Sharecropper)

7

Ka Junior 54 Elementary Graduate 30 3 Leasehold 
(Sharecropper)

5

Ka Bong 53 Elementary Graduate 15 2 Leasehold 
(Sharecropper)

5

Ka Kokoy 45 Highschool Graduate 13 2 Leasehold 
(Sharecropper)

5

Ka Arnel 54 Highschool Graduate 29 2 Leasehold 
(Sharecropper)

10

The transcribed interviews were analyzed using Moustakas' (1994) method for phenomenological data. 
This method involves identifying a phenomenon to study, setting aside personal experiences known as 
‘bracketing’, and collecting data from several individuals who have experienced it. Afterward, the gathered 
data were reduced into key statements or quotes (called horizonalization), combined into textural themes, 
and created structural descriptions of what the participants experienced and how they experienced it, 
including the context. These descriptions are then combined to convey the overall essence of the experience. 
The researcher also visited their farmlands and observed their daily activities to supplement the interviews. 
These visits to the rice field areas were important as they provided significant insights into the farmers' 
behaviors, attitudes, and needs. Through these visits, the researcher aimed to capture nuanced insights 
beyond what could be gleaned solely from verbal participant interpretations. Furthermore, the emergent 
themes were presented to the rice farmer participants for further comments and suggestions to enhance the 
credibility of the research findings. The researcher demonstrated reflexivity by consciously acknowledging his 
preconceived notions and biases and refraining from influencing the participants' responses to the questions 
that were posed to them.

For ethical considerations, the researcher gave the selected participants written informed consent before 
participating in the interviews. In addition to securing informed consent, sensitivity was observed when asking 
the interview questions. The researcher ensured that participants were aware of their right to terminate their 
participation if any part of the interview made them feel uncomfortable, and to maintain their anonymity, 
pseudonyms were assigned to each participant. Finally, the study’s key findings were presented to the 
participants for validation, allowing them to confirm whether the findings resonated with their experiences 
and to provide feedback on any discrepancies or misunderstandings.

RESULTS
High Hopes: Motivations of Farmers in CF Engagement

Farmers learn about contract farming primarily from the technicians or representatives of the contract 
farming (CF) company. These technicians regularly visit potential rice farmers to recruit them, explaining the 
procedures and potential benefits of participating in CF. Typically, farmers do not have direct communication 
or contact with the CF company; instead, they interact only with the technicians. The farmers cited two main 
reasons for their decision to engage in contract farming. First is the promise of higher yields and better market 
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prices. Rice farmers mainly depend on middlemen or traders to sell their produce. They have expressed 
concerns about the declining farmgate prices of inbred (ordinary) rice imposed by these middlemen, which 
essentially prevents them from earning higher incomes. In contrast, while the farmgate price of inbred rice 
typically ranges from 10-15 pesos per kilo, the price of hybrid rice usually fetches 25 pesos or more per kilo. 
Moreover, farmers observe that hybrid rice produces a higher yield per stalk than ordinary inbred rice. This 
increased productivity is due to advanced breeding techniques, which make hybrid rice more robust, high-
yielding, and resilient to environmental stresses (Digal & Placencia, 2019). These combined factors make 
hybrid rice appealing to farmers suffering from diminishing incomes due to poor productivity and fluctuating 
market prices for palay. As one of the participants, Ka Kokoy, puts it, “There's a big difference, you'll earn more. 
Of course, we'll go where the prices are higher.” 

Aside from the benefits of higher productivity and favorable market prices, the root cause of why farmers 
are encouraged to try hybrid rice contract farming is their lack of working capital. The farmers shared that 
because they are resource-limited, they have to borrow money from various sources to carry out and continue 
their rice production. Participant farmers mentioned numerous expenditures at every stage of the farming 
process. Due to the absence of proper irrigation in their community, they rely primarily on diesel-powered 
engines to irrigate their paddies. They also have to rent machinery such as hand tractors and harvesters. The 
prices of agricultural inputs such as commercial seeds, fertilizers, and pesticides are also increasing due to 
inflation. All these fixed and variable costs make agricultural operations difficult for most of the participant 
farmers. Consequently, many resort to borrowing, especially from informal lending sources. Contract farming 
alleviates the burden of securing loans for these expenditures for the farmers since the contract company 
provides the necessary resources. However, despite the inputs being provided by the contract company to the 
contract farmers, it is still essentially a debt that they have to repay once they harvest the rice. The expenses 
initially shouldered by the contract company are deducted from the total earnings of the harvested hybrid 
rice. Ka Kokoy said, “That's why we tried the first time, they provided everything for us. The fertilizer, the pesticides, 
it was all on credit. They will deduct it when it is time to harvest.” Furthermore, when the seeds provided by the 
contract farming company do not sprout or grow properly or pests destroy the crops, the rice farmers are not 
held liable. Their contract stipulates that the contract company must be replaced by the contract company 
and should not be charged to the farmers, provided they report the issue to the technicians immediately. 
These contract company programs make farmers more drawn to contract farming.

Covert Exploitation: Farmers’ Struggles in Contract Farming
Narratives of the farmers uncover various challenges and issues arising from their engagement in contract 

farming. Initially, the farmers are astute in evaluating the services they obtain from the contract company, 
underscoring the opportunities provided by the company's programs. However, probing into their experiences 
unravels their situations under contract farming, which is regarded as a subtle, indirect form of exploitation. 

Lack of autonomy in price determination. While the pricing of hybrid rice is significantly higher than that 
of inbred varieties, the farmers report not being consulted about the pricing nor explaining the contract 
company's pricing scheme. They are expected to accept that the contract company knows the best price for 
hybrid rice and that established "standards'' determine fair pricing. The rice farmers mentioned that technicians 
inspect their harvested palay to ensure it meets the required moisture content level. If the harvested palay has 
a high moisture content, indicating improper drying, the buying price will be lower than a palay with a low 
moisture content. Therefore, the 25 pesos per kilo price for hybrid rice is not fixed, as it depends on whether 
the contract farmers' rice meets the contract company's requirements. As Ka Bong narrated,

We did not sign any agreement that the price would be 27 pesos. Only they [referring to the technicians] 
decide. Also, they have this thing called MC (Moisture content). The price of dry and wet rice may vary. They 
check it before harvesting. Before the harvest, it has already been visited by the technician. If it is still green, 
they will not take it because they will lose profit. And also, the price drops in that case. For example, if your 
rice is nice and dry, it will be priced at 27, but if it is still a bit wet, it will go down to 26. The pricing is not fixed.
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Lack of Support. Secondly, the rice farmers have complained about the inadequate support they receive 
from the contract company. For instance, they argue that in the past, the company provided nearly all 
necessary farming inputs—from seeds to fertilizers. However, they observed that in recent years, particularly 
post-pandemic, the contract company has withdrawn many of these support services which now focuses 
only on providing seeds. Tatay has expressed his thoughts on the contract company’s deliberate withdrawal 
of support services: “They used to provide some kinds of fertilizer and pesticide but now there's nothing anymore. 
They only give us the seeds. We have to buy these things ourselves now". Due to this situation, other farmers 
like Ka Junior are reconsidering whether they will continue being under CF, due to the increasing uncertainty 
regarding the contract company’s policies. "Now, we feel like we want to separate. They don't provide anything 
anymore except for the seeds. No more fertilizer. No more pesticides. We're on our own to find where we can 
borrow money to buy those", Ka Junior shared. 

The lack of support for farmers becomes more pronounced during calamities, especially when disasters 
like typhoons damage or submerge their crops. Unfortunately, the barangay is prone to flooding during the 
typhoon season due to its proximity to the Pagsanjan-Lumban River. According to their contract, the farmers 
must shoulder the consequences of crop devastation caused by natural disasters, as the contract company clears 
itself of any liability for such losses. When asked about their contract's implications in severe losses or total crop 
devastation, the farmers expressed sadness, stating that despite their circumstances, they remain obligated to 
repay their debts to the contract company. However, they are granted extensions to settle their obligations. 
Tatay noted that the local agriculture office is even more supportive of providing financial assistance, albeit 
minimally, than the contract company. "None. You just have to pay your debt. The assistance we receive during 
calamities comes from the Municipal Agriculture office."

Delayed remuneration. Among all the problems they highlighted, the farmers emphasized that delayed 
compensation for their labor is the most significant issue associated with CF. Unlike the traditional setup, where 
middlemen or traders come to their communities to buy their crops through bidding, contract farmers must 
wait for technicians to collect their harvested rice and pay for their harvested rice. In the former arrangement, 
farmers receive their payment instantly, whereas in the latter, they have to wait for a certain period, and the 
payment is made by cheque, not cash. The problem, according to the farmers, is that the waiting time is often 
too long, sometimes extending to months, and the process of cashing the cheque at the bank is cumbersome, 
delaying their access to their hard-earned money. Tatay described this very rigid procedure: "Once they take 
your rice, you have to wait for a set period to get the payment. But it's not even cash. It's a check. We still need 
to go to the bank. It takes a long time even if you already have the check. They will still call the main office of 
[name of the contract company redacted] to verify if you actually have money there."  Ka Arnel also shared the 
same sentiments, "Some farmers have difficulty going to the bank. You know, some farmers haven't had much 
schooling, so they struggle with signing and cashing checks. They think it's hard to get the money.”

Furthermore, as rice farming is their primary source of income and they only earn during the harvest 
season, their household expenses are literally financed by borrowing from informal credit sources such as loan 
sharks. They argued that since they are surviving and operating daily through debts, any delay in remuneration 
further exacerbates their financial vulnerability. Although highly predatory due to their huge interest rates, 
farmers commonly rely on these loan sharks because of their accessibility and convenience. Ironically, they 
lamented that even with the relatively higher income from hybrid rice farming, they still earn almost the same 
as inbred rice farming. The extra earnings only go toward paying off debts, which are compounded due to the 
delayed release of their payments. In his interview, Tatay expressed his frustration with the payment system 
of the contract company:  

"With hybrid rice, you don't get the money right away. So, when you need to plant again, you have no capital 
and you need to borrow money again. The interest on the loan is very high. If you got paid promptly for the 
hybrid, you would have money to use. For example, fuel. If your machine breaks down, you need to repair 
it—where will you get the money? If you don't have debts, like with the bank, that's okay. But if you have bank 
debts and the interest grows, you will be worried about how to pay it off because your money is still tied up. 

Habacon, J. P.



RMRJ Vol. 13 no. 1 June 202590

The interest on our loans increases. The money I get from [name of the contract company redacted] just goes 
there. So sometimes it's better to use inbred varieties. When you harvest, you immediately get your money."

The participants believe this delay is unacceptable, especially from a large multinational corporation. 
They contended that their hybrid rice production was not intended for domestic consumption but would 
be exported. Tatay had this response when asked about how they felt toward the cultivation of rice for 
exportation despite the current food crisis in the country:   

"They export it. When they sell it abroad, it’s more expensive. You won’t find it being sold in the local markets. 
It’s not owned by Filipinos; it seems like a Taiwanese owner. Yet our government buys the low-quality ones. 
If the rice is produced here in our own country, why do we need to export it? We even import, but then 
our crops are sent abroad. Let’s sell it here in the Philippines instead. You won’t see [name of the contract 
company redacted] products in local rice stores. This is because they earn more profit abroad."

This process makes it difficult for them to understand the delay in receiving payments from the contract 
company, unlike traditional palay traders who can pay them instantly. Ka Bong exclaimed:

"That's why we are puzzled. It takes a long time for us to get paid even though it’s being exported and sold 
for a higher price abroad. Our question is, why does the money take so long? Why is ordinary rice paid for 
immediately, but it takes [name of the contract company redacted] a very long time? I used to be really 
encouraged because it only took two weeks to receive the payments, but now it takes more than a month."

Moreover, the situation is further exacerbated by the lack of clear communication; the farmers feel they 
are intentionally kept in the dark about the reasons for the delays. This withholding of information creates 
confusion, leading farmers to rely on rumors and speculations, such as unsold stocks or bankruptcy, to explain 
the delay.  For instance, Ka Bong attested, "There are rumors that the rice can’t be sold because there’s a lot of 
stock. The money can’t be processed because they’re waiting for the previous stock to be sold. It’s been two 
months, but we still haven’t received it. It’s taking a long time."

Resistance and Adjustments: Managing Problems related to CF
In response to these predicaments, the farmer participants developed strategies to either resist or adjust to 

the problems they were confronted with. Four strategies emerged from the participants' narratives: side-selling, 
protest and negotiation, engaging in other farm and non-farm activities, and returning to in-bred rice farming.   

Side-Selling. While it is clearly stated in rice farmers’ contracts that they are prohibited from selling the 
hybrid rice to anyone other than the contract company, some rice farmers admitted to defying this provision and 
stealthily engaging in side-selling. They argued that they are compelled to sell to local markets out of desperation 
due to the prolonged delay in remuneration. Tatay shared this side-selling activity he and other rice farmers 
engage in: "It's prohibited, but they can’t stop us. They can’t do anything about it. Since we don’t have the money to 
pay our debts, we have to resort to this. How much longer will we have to wait for the payment from them?"

Protest and Negotiation. Furthermore, rather than passively accepting their situation, some rice farmers 
voice their concerns by repeatedly asking the technician about the status of their remuneration. This action 
serves as their way of protesting to ensure that their complaints are being heard. Tatay said, "We just keep 
pestering the technician who comes here. We'll say, 'Can you please check if there's a check for me there?" They 
recognize, however, the limitations of this approach, as their complaints only reach the technician and do not 
directly reach the contract company itself. In addition, the farmers must travel to the main office in Manila to 
be heard directly by the company officials, which is a significant challenge for most of them. This situation 
highlights the lack of effective communication between the farmers and the contract company. 

Engaging in other farm and non-farm activities. The farmers argue that relying solely on hybrid rice 
farming, despite its higher market price, is insufficient to meet their needs. Thus, to cope with the challenges, 
they shared that they engage in various farming and non-farming activities to augment their incomes. This 
insufficiency is exacerbated by the debts incurred due to delayed payments from the contract company. This is 
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particularly captured in the narrative of Ka Junior: "There should still be other sources because we can’t manage 
with just this. I’m also growing vegetables and occasionally fishing." On the other hand, Ka Arnel mentioned 
the importance of being a dual-income household, with his wife and children also working to help meet 
their family's needs. He contended, "Now we have a small store. Previously, she used to sew. However, we still 
sometimes run short."

Going back to inbred rice farming. The farmers have learned to strategize their cropping patterns, given 
their precarious situation.  The high cost of hybrid rice seeds and the burden of losses during calamities, 
discourages them from engaging in contract farming during the rainy season. Instead, they reverted to inbred 
farming during this period and only resume contacted farming during the dry season, when the risk of losses 
was relatively lower. As Ka Junior related, "During the typhoon season, I don’t avail [name of the contract company 
redacted]. Instead, I plant the more ordinary ones during the rainy season." Tatay, on the other hand, divulged 
that his decision to return to inbred farming was a result of the mounting debts and expenses caused by the 
late payment of the contract company. He explained, "I said, what about the money we borrowed from the 
lenders? The interest will just keep growing! Sure, they buy our rice at a high price, but our earnings will go toward 
paying off the loan interest. So we end up with nothing. That's why I'll stick to inbred varieties for now."

Ultimately, the farmers stressed that contract farming is more suitable for “larger scale” farmers (by this, 
they mean those cultivating three hectares or more) because their higher profit margins enable them to 
absorb delays in compensation and continue their operations. In contrast, small-scale farmers are typically 
disadvantaged because they rely heavily on the expected remuneration to cover their debts and expenses. 
Consequently, any delay in compensation only reinforces the vicious cycle of economic insecurity for these 
smaller farmers. As Ka Bong succinctly explained:   

“If you have a large area to plant, you can make a lot of money. That’s the difference. But if you’re only 
planting a small area, don’t go with [name of the contract company redacted]. Because with [name of the 
contract company redacted], you need a wide area of planting to earn a significant amount. But if you're 
only planting one hectare, just one planting season, oh my, you’ll end up in a lot of debt. Then you won't 
even get your money right away. So it's difficult. About three hectares, that's doable... but if it's just one 
hectare, it’s better to stick to ordinary varieties. Because the expenses, number one, are huge. Don't go 
with [name of the contract company redacted]. If your rice field is extensive, it's possible. But if it's just one 
hectare, don't do it, you'll lose out on the price."

DISCUSSION
Participation of the smallholder rice farmers in CF is essentially driven by financial insecurity. This 

vulnerability, a universal experience among the participant farmers, is shown by their lack of upfront capital, 
coupled with their attraction to the promise of increased yields and better market prices of hybrid rice. However, 
a critical analysis reveals that despite these apparent benefits, significant forms of covert exploitation within 
the contract farming system exacerbate the farmers’ vulnerability.

The core tenets of neoliberalization—market-driven economy, individualized responsibility, and 
bureaucratization—are evident in the lived experiences of contract rice farmers. Farming has been market-
driven, with smallholder contract farmers often having no control over the price they receive for their rice 
because the contracting companies generally dictate contract terms. This results in the alienation of the 
farmers from the product of their labor, as they have no autonomy over the pricing and are bound by the 
terms set by the contracting companies. Moreover, farming has become an individualized responsibility, with 
farmers managing the risks associated with agricultural production, particularly the adverse effects of natural 
disasters. While providing upfront capital, the contracting companies insulate themselves from these risks 
through the terms of the contracts, effectively transferring the burden to the farmers. Finally, farming has 
become highly bureaucratized, as demonstrated by the slow and cumbersome process involved in the delayed 
payment to farmers by the contracting companies, which can further strain the financial situation of farmers 
who may already be operating on thin margins. This supports the neoliberal critique of the government as 
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inefficient but, paradoxically, reveals how the private sector bureaucracies can create significant barriers for 
individuals (Davis, 2020).  

The neoliberalization of agricultural spaces in the Philippines, exemplified by the growth of contract 
farming, has been facilitated by the existing post-colonial nature of the country that aligns our economy 
with the broader forces of globalization. Participants of the study pointed out that the contract company 
prioritizes hybrid rice exportation over domestic consumption. This shows that despite the country's chronic 
issues of food insecurity and insufficiency, contract farming companies still utilize our scarce land resources 
for their export-oriented business activities. In addition, they argued that their engagement in CF is caused 
by their desire to get away from the unfair pricing of exploitative middlemen, thinking that a multinational 
company would be more capable of providing reasonable and fair compensation. However, the CF company's 
indifference to the plight of the farmers, underscored by the lack of clear communication regarding payment 
delays, is regarded by the participants as a clear indication that profit maximization takes precedence over 
their well-being. The concentration on export markets leaves the local farmers in a vulnerable state where 
their needs are only secondary to the company's financial goals. 

Nevertheless, the participants have devised various strategies to cope. Some farmers have tried to voice 
their concerns by repeatedly demanding the representatives of the contract company about the immediate 
release of their remuneration. This exemplifies what Hambloch (2021) refers to as "minor agency" or 
"everyday acts of resistance" among contract farmers in the Philippines. Although these attempts may seem 
futile, contract farmers still serve as important responses to influence and shape the relationships within CF. 
Others take a more resistant approach, resorting to selling their rice independently, defying their contractual 
obligations. Although risky, this act of defiance allows the farmers to secure immediate cash flow and mitigate 
the adverse effects of delayed payments. These actions demonstrate that the farmers are not mere passive 
actors in the situation. Furthermore, the risks associated with delayed payments and contractual obligations 
force them to diversify their income sources. Most of them engage in other farming activities or seek non-
farming jobs to augment their incomes. For the participants, contract farming is a gamble or a risky decision, 
especially for smallholder farmers like them who have no safety nets.

CONCLUSION
The rise of contract farming in the country is an offshoot of the increasing dominance of trade 

liberalization in the Philippine agriculture sector. With its emphasis on providing raw materials and services 
to the rest of the world under the guise of globalization, the neocolonial and neoliberal nature of the country 
creates the necessary conditions for this to flourish. Unfortunately, the contract farming system exploits the 
economic fragility of smallholder rice farmers. Desperate and resource-limited farmers can be easily enticed 
by the promise of immediate financial relief and stability, drawing them into contracts that may ultimately be 
detrimental. These contracts include conditions that trap farmers into the vicious cycles of dependency and 
debt, making it hard to get out of the system once they have entered. This exploitation is further reinforced by 
the farmers' acceptance of these practices as a “normal” part of the contract farming system, a mindset they 
have learned to adopt over time. 

This study contends that the current neoliberal model of CF significantly disempowers smallholder rice 
farmers. This model, which concentrates on market-driven policies and profit maximization over the well-
being of the stakeholders, takes advantage of smallholder farmers’ vulnerabilities. It exacerbates existing 
inequalities within the agricultural system, shifting the burden of structural inefficiencies and oppressive 
practices onto those who are marginalized and have limited resources.

Moreover, this study calls for the reevaluating of the current CF model to ensure that it serves the interests 
of smallholder rice farmers. Necessary improvements must be made to foster the farmers’ agency in decision-
making and ensure fair pricing mechanisms. However, the researcher contend that the first step toward truly 
empowering our smallholder farmers is to recognize the long-standing structural barriers that hinder them 
from being self-reliant, self-sufficient, and self-sustaining. These barriers force them to “hold onto a knife’s 
edge,” and the ultimate culprit is why they submit to CF. Participation in CF must be a willful, rational decision 
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by the farmer, not a result of desperation. The government should take an active role in providing greater 
assistance to the farmers rather than shifting support away from them and leaving it in the hands of the 
private sector. Smallholder rice farmers will remain vulnerable and disempowered as long as the structures 
that hold back our farmers are not dismantled.
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