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Uncovering changing prescriptions and practices around
organic agriculture in Metro Manila, the Philippines
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ABSTRACT
Through the lens of social practice theories, we consider the
emergence of organic food in the Philippines and relate this to
sustainable food production and consumption. In particular,
we analyze the various practices of groups engaged in
“organic” food production and consumption in the capital
region, Metro Manila—in a country that has a vibrant organic
agriculture movement and which has recently introduced a
national law promoting organic food. Using qualitative data,
we assess the development of new prescriptions or guidelines
and the tensions that arise between prescriptions and public
policies. We argue that, as people take on new competencies
and meanings in relation to organic produce, social inequal-
ities among consumers are highlighted, affecting the trajec-
tories of organic food.

KEYWORDS
Metro Manila; organic food;
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Introduction: from Green Revolution to organic production

The expansion of industrialized agricultural systems worldwide, intensifying
in the 1960s and known as the Green Revolution, aimed toward food security
through increased productivity and yield efficiency (Pingali and Raney 2005).
Currently framed by many as “unsustainable” in terms of health, environ-
mental, and social impacts, industrialized food systems are often associated
with unbridled agrochemical input and the promotion of genetically mod-
ified organisms (GMOs), as well as unfair labor conditions and the distancing
of social relations, from farm to fork. As was the case in other developing
countries, the Green Revolution was pushed forward in the Philippines in the
late 1960s (Hayami and Kikuchi 2000), leading to what some scholars refer to
as “devastating human, environmental, and economical impacts” (Broad and
Cavanagh 2009, 2012). Starting in 1993, the Philippines began importing
much of its rice—the main staple food considered of high caloric value across
the country (Virola 2011). The introduction in 2003 of the first genetically
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modified organism (i.e., Bt corn1) opened the market to several other GMOs,
resulting today in a total of 59 GMO crops approved for importation and for
direct use as food, feed, and for processing in the Philippines (MASIPAG
2013). GMO varieties of rice, such as the so-called Golden Rice, are also
currently being developed by the International Rice Research Institute
(IRRI), which is based in the Philippines and in collaboration with the
Philippine Rice Research Institute (PhilRice) (IRRI no date). Farmers across
the country, who are among the poorest populations in the Philippines,2

became dependent on multinational agrochemical companies like Monsanto
(MASIPAG 2013). More recent initiatives, such as the Food Staples
Sufficiency Program (2011–2016), aim to achieve self-sufficiency of food
staples, signaling a departure from the research- and capital-intensive agri-
cultural programs of previous administrations, which often ignored the
socioeconomic conditions of farmers (Pante, Syson, and Saloma in press).

Across the world, alternative forms of food consumption and production
aim toward new forms of supplying and exchanging food, which build on
“imaginaries and material practices infused with different values and ration-
alities that challenge instrumental capitalist logics and mainstream world-
views” (Goodman, DuPuis, and Goodman 2012). Part of the alternative are
organic farming practices which increasingly have been promoted worldwide
(UNEP, 2008). The meaning of what is organic produce is, however, varied,
in the Philippines and elsewhere. It can be a state of mind constructed
through imaginaries and/or rationalities, an agricultural standard with asso-
ciated norms and regulations, or part of a social practice tied up with habits
and routine. Starting in the 1980s, an organic agriculture movement began to
build up momentum in the Philippines. A Participatory Guarantee System
(PGS) or a guarantee system for organic production that is based on peer-to-
peer evaluations, by farmers and promoters within the framework of second
party certification, was eventually established. Two decades later, the
Philippine government began consolidating its support for organic farming
through legislative measures such as the Executive Order no. 481 of 2005
(Promotion and Development of Organic Agriculture in the Philippines) and
the Republic Act no. 10068 of 2010 (Organic Agriculture Act). In 2013,
101,278 ha of arable land in the Philippines was dedicated to organic
agriculture or 0.85% of the total potential of over 11.9 million ha (Willer
and Lernoud 2015). The world average was at 1% for the same period (Willer
and Lernoud 2015). These figures only take into account production systems
that are officially accredited; excluded are all forms of PGS, as well as natural
farming or organic farmers “by default”—or when chemical inputs or pesti-
cides are not added for cost issues, regardless of farmer preferences.

The Department of Agriculture set an objective whereby at least 5% of
agricultural land in the Philippines would practice organic farming by the
end of 2016, a goal that has yet to be achieved at the time of writing.3 The
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recent introduction of a national law promoting organic food, in parallel to
existing efforts such as the PGS schemes, makes the Philippines an interest-
ing context in which to study different prescriptions or guidelines around
organic production—a key focus of this article. These prescriptions help
shape how “organic” is being constructed as a concept, leading to different
products, meanings, and competencies of organic food consumption. The
country’s capital region, moreover, has a complex social and economic
context as well as systems of provision in which to study different products,
meanings and competencies of organic food consumption—another key
focus of this article. Metro Manila has a population of approximately 11.7
million, characterized by urban population growth, including rural-to-urban
migration, over the years, and by social inequalities.4 Metro Manila has also
experienced the expansion and consequent diversification of the retail food
landscape, including the introduction of farmers’ markets. How then did
prescriptions in relation to organic food production in the Philippines
develop, and how do these prescriptions relate to organic food consumption
practices, specifically in Metro Manila? These are the main questions posed
in this article, which is relevant to understanding how organic food practices
are developing in other contexts as well.

In the sections that follow, we introduce our research methods and a brief
literature review on organic production and consumption in Metro Manila.
We then provide an overview of our conceptual framework, including the
notions of social practices, social rules, prescriptions, and social capital. In
the fourth section, we introduce our research results, first considering food
production and prescriptions, then turning to food consumption practices in
Metro Manila, in relation to material conditions, competencies, and mean-
ings. We end with discussions around how organic agriculture is developing
in the Philippines and opportunities for healthy and more sustainable diets
for consumers in the future.

Research methods

This article draws from a review of the literature on organic agriculture in the
Philippines, as well as fieldwork conducted between January and March 2015
as well as earlier fieldwork in June through August 2013, as part of a larger
research project.5 The field data are based on participatory observation, in-
depth interviews with 14 people, and a survey. The in-depth interviews were
based on snowball sampling techniques6 and involved two consumers of
organic products; two organic producers and traders; two government offi-
cials and consultants in agriculture; two members of a nongovernmental
organization (NGOs) active in promoting organic and local agriculture; a
consultant in organic agriculture certification; a founder of a community
supported agriculture initiative; an organic agriculture trainer; a founder of
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an organic market; a biotechnology consultant; and an environmental activist
and lawyer. For the survey, we used a convenience sample7 of 50 people who
visited two farmer’s markets in Makati, the financial district and most
privileged area in Metro Manila. The two farmer’s markets were chosen
because they were the first to emerge in Makati and are considered as
pioneering initiatives in the capital region toward promoting organic pro-
duce. Of the total sample, 26 people answered the survey at the Legazpi
Sunday Market and 24 people at the Salcedo Saturday Market. The survey
took place between January 25 and March 1, 2015.

Agricultural production in the Philippines is a topic that has garnered
much attention over the years, highlighting access to arable lands and the
migration of small-scale farmers to upland areas (Rola et al. 2012) and
stressing the difficult living conditions they encounter (Vilei 2011). Studies
have found that small farmers who practice chemical-dependent agriculture
are often stuck in a spiral of debt (Broad and Cavanagh 2012). A study
conducted in Negros Island in 2010 on “Why Don’t More Farmers Go
Organic?” demonstrated that the main shifting factor toward organic farming
is the information and social network accessibility, crop yield, and farm size
(Olabisi, Wang, and Ligmann-Zielinska 2015). Studies have also found that
production yield is not necessarily lower with organic farming in the
Philippines (Broad and Cavanagh 2012; Lamban et al. 2011). In his study
on paddy rice production, Mendoza (2008) highlighted this result by mea-
suring energy efficiency: For the use of 1 Mcal, organic farming produces
11.18 Mcal, while conventional farming produces only 3.42 Mcal. The added
value of organic products on the market can raise the price of organic goods
by 25% (Mendoza 2008), yet the lack of awareness around organic agriculture
can also result in lower selling prices or equal to other produce (Lamban
et al. 2011). One study showed that the net revenue of an organic farm could
reach 60% higher than a conventional farm and that the motivation to
change to organic farming is mostly economic, but also linked to farmers’
concerns over personal health, or even environmental and social concerns
(Mendoza 2008). Less is known about organic food consumption practices in
the Philippines, from the perspective of consumers and citizens. A recent
article considers the evolution of Community Supported Agriculture in the
Philippines in relation to land reform issues (Suh 2015). In Ara’s (2003)
study in Metro Manila, involving 200 research participants, 49% of the
participants knew the words “organic rice.” In the same study, Ara refers
to an older report on Filipinos’ knowledge of organic farming: In 1998 in
Metro Manila, only 4% of the 77 respondents knew what was meant by
organic agriculture. In a recent study on household food consumption in
Metro Manila, the interest in eating healthier food was noted among certain
middle class households (Burger Chakraborty et al. 2016). In the next section,
we will present our conceptual framework and specifically the distinction
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between prescriptions and practices, when it comes to organic food produc-
tion and consumption.

Conceptual framework

Social practice theory has recently gained popularity in relation to resource
usage and has been applied both in the analysis and promotion of more
“sustainable” forms of consumption. Rather than focus on atomized indivi-
duals, products, and technologies, the social practices approach places
emphasis on discourses and actions which make up practices in specific
sociocultural contexts. Researchers, building on work by Bourdieu (1979),
Giddens (1984), Schatzki (1996) and Reckwitz (2002), among others, have
differing perspectives on what constitutes a practice. In one interpretation,
Shove and Pantzar (2005) define practices as being made up of images,
artifacts, and forms of competence. Rather than consider innovations in
practice as the generation of new meanings, products, and skills, the authors
argue that it is how the different elements fit together in different contexts
that shapes and reinvents the practice. Breaking down the different elements
of a practice can alter a practice altogether (Sahakian and Wilhite 2014),
through the introduction of more than one change to meanings, products, or
skills.

Certain forms of discourse provide social meaning to practices: Halkier
(2009) notes how food consumption has been “environmentalized” for some,
related to how people understand food as aiming toward environmental
conservation. Eating organic food in Metro Manila is therefore about attach-
ing meaning to what is “prescribed” as organic or how specialized experts
define what is meant by organic and how this prescription is to be inter-
preted in everyday life. The notion of prescriptions is relevant, as it relates to
socially constructed guidelines around what ought or should be consumed
(Plessz et al. 2016). Nutritional and environmental guidelines can be issued
by a variety of professionals, such as nutritionists, physicians, public deci-
sion-makers, or advertisers—all loosely considered as experts. These pre-
scriptions give moral weight to certain rules, in the Durkheimian sense, as
distinguished from technical rules: When moral rules are not followed, the
sanction is societal disapproval; not following technical rules means that the
action does not take place. What is of relevance in this article is the distinc-
tion between moral and technical rules in relation to organic food production
and consumption in the specific cultural setting of Metro Manila.

In addition to understanding meanings, people need competencies for
accessing organic production guidelines as producers, as well as accessing
organic products as consumers. Prescriptions, understood as forms of social
rules, therefore interrelate with social practices. For Bourdieu, social rules
relate to social capital, defined as “the sum of the resources, actual or virtual,
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that accrue to an individual or a group by virtue of possessing a durable
network of more or less institutionalized relationships of mutual acquain-
tances and recognition” (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992: 119). Economic
capital is not evenly distributed in the Philippines: Although the average
living standard is rising in the Philippines, with a growing middle class,
poverty remains widespread; the inequality coefficient (Gini) remains high
(Asian Development Bank 2012). Access to social capital, though not mea-
sured in national statistics, is also highly unequal. Gaining expertise in a field
such as “organic food production,” in order to make viable prescriptions, is
therefore tied to a person’s cultural and social capital. Social capital will also
play a role in what way consumers understand what is organic or the
competencies needed to make sense of the prescriptions. Social capital relates
to notions of trust and inclusiveness within a group, and how this could lead
to collective action and institutional changes, through social movements
(Putnam 2000: 152).

In this article, we consider prescriptions in relation to the social capital of
various groups engaged in the practice of organic food production and
consumption, building on a similar study that considered social capital and
trust in Metro Manila in relation to green economy transitions (Sahakian
2012). Putnam’s idea of bridging and bonding social capital (2000) is rele-
vant: Bridging involves inclusive social networking that engages with a
diverse group of people; bonding is more exclusive and is based on social
networking within homogenous groups. In Philippine society, networks and
trust configure in a particular way: It is abundant on bonding social capital,
and low on bridging and linking social capital (Abad 2005; Sahakian 2012).
The pervasiveness and strength of family and friendship ties, along with the
asymmetry of social capital would, thus, shape the nature and dynamics of
the organic agriculture movement in the Philippines, as we will discuss in the
results section.

Research results

In this section, we first explore how prescriptions around organic food
production have been formulated in the case of organic food production in
the Philippines. We then shift our attention to food consumption practices,
considering the material dimension of organic food, the skills, and compe-
tencies related to organic food, and the meanings consumers attach to such
products—the three dimensions of a practice, as defined above.

Food production: prescriptions around what is considered “organic”

A form of food production framed as organic was first put forward in the
Philippines by a handful of individuals who began informal initiatives in the
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late 1980s (Briones 2002; Salazar 2014) to promote an interest in organic
production methods. Mara Pardo de Tavera in Metro Manila, for example,
gained experience with farmers’ markets and cooperatives in New York City
from 1978 to 1986, then went on to establish an organic label and farmers’
market upon returning to the Philippines in the late 1980s. Health and taste
were her primary motivations at the onset, as she explained: “The food was
worse when I came back. More chemicals. More powdered things that are
MSG. That Magic Sarap (a food additive), and Lucky Me (a brand of instant
noodles), I got so sick,” which in turn made her seek out healthier forms of
food, leading to organic processes (interview with Mara Pardo de Tavera,
August 8, 2013, Makati, Metro Manila). She went on to open the first
farmers’ market in Makati, the financial center of Metro Manila, in 1993:
the Legazpi market, which was promoted as Mara’s Organic Market, offering
organic produce in the city (see Figure 1).

Based on our interviews, some of the people involved in these initiatives
were actively seeking to reduce pesticide inputs, but also promote social

Figure 1. Mara Pardo de Tavera at a stand of organic produce in a farmer's market.
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justice for farmers and create an interest in what came to be known as “slow
food,” or food production and consumption that is respectful of quality and
context (interview with Ipat Luna, environmental activist and lawyer, January
13, 2015, Pasay, Metro Manila). Middle-class and educated families, who had
travelled abroad, also went into farming for health reasons, as Ipat Luna
explains, this involved people: “. . .who probably were sick and needed to eat
organic food and therefore they had to buy a piece of land and try their hand
at organic agriculture.” Ipat Luna was active in banning pesticides in the
Philippines, but further refined her interest in slow food during an 18-month
fellowship at UC Berkeley in California in 2000. The late cultural writer
Doreen Fernandez also played an active role in promoting organic and slow
food in the Philippines (Fernandez 2000; Kirshenblatt-Gimblett and
Fernandez 2003). While there are no doubt others who also played a key
role in promoting organic production, these three figures are quite well
known in the organic movement.

Through people like Mara Pardo de Tavera, PGS evolved in relation to
organic certification, which is currently used in the Philippines. An estimated
10,756 producers are involved in PGS in the country, according to a recent
report (Willer and Lernoud 2016). “We call ourselves the vanguards of
organic because we watch over what is happening,” Mara Pardo de Tavera
explains. “We are not very big, we are not very well funded, but we are
hardworking and very dedicated to this.” Various actors in the organic
movement have different levels of comprehension and expectations around
production techniques associated with the notion of organic farming. Natural
farming, chemical-free farming, or “organic by default” could all be consid-
ered organic, simply because they do not use any kind of synthetic chemical
substances. Certain groups in the Philippines are practicing biodynamic
agriculture, which claims to have higher standards than organic and applies
the international Demeter label.

The most known and widespread certification system around the world is
third party certification, whereby an independent agency (either from among
NGOs, the private sector, or national departments) is responsible for evalu-
ating organic production based on certain regulations, and granting (or
withholding) the right to label a product as organically grown. The system
is typically put in place to ensure a certain guarantee for consumers, in that
the procedure was transparent, reliable, and undertaken by a neutral agency.
Nevertheless, not everyone can access such a certification system, which is
often costly and prohibitive to less affluent farmers (who largely dominate
farming in the Philippines). Secondly, official organic standards are highly
prescriptive, constraining and require many technical skills, materials, and
knowledge. Third, the registration for certification requires administration
skills on the part of farmers, many of whom are not literate (interview with
Sandra Celi, founder of Spread Organic Agriculture in the Philippines,
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January 27, 2015, Quezon, Metro Manila). Finally, in a country such as the
Philippines, physical access to such certification services is an issue. It is not
only made up of thousands of islands along three main island groups, but it
also has a decentralized system of governance that leads to differentiated
institutional responses toward organic agriculture across municipalities,
cities, and provinces.

As an alternative to third party certification is the second party (or peer to
peer) certification also called PGS. In this process, farmers engage to follow
certain production rules, and control and support each other in these efforts.
According to the official definition by the International Foundation of
Organic Agriculture (IFOAM 2017): “Participatory Guarantee Systems
(PGS) are locally focused quality assurance systems. They certify producers
based on active participation of stakeholders and are built on a foundation of
trust, social networks, and knowledge exchange.” This form of certification
therefore relies on the self-proclamation of organic production from a group
of farmers and for consumers, working on the basis of trust. As stated by a
seller of organic produce in Makati, who also grows biodynamic produce in
his own home:

We want to promote a PGS system [. . .] Because we believe that to be able to
sustain a certain standard it is always best to have a group or a community that
kind of backs it up, that’s just like filling up papers and all that, because it’s also
very expensive, it’s a burden on farms, you already have so many thing to worry
about [. . .] I would rather go and talk, have people look at the farm and how we do
[. . .] people will find out where their food is coming from, not just a brand that
they stick on labels. (Interview with Nicolo Aberasturi, January 26, 2015, Makati,
Metro Manila)

In the Philippines, various NGOs, international development agencies, and
academics became interested in organic food production starting in the 1990s
(Salazar 2014). Local government units in the Philippines, ranging from
provinces to municipalities and neighborhoods, began promoting organic
agriculture—notably in the province of Bohol, which is now considered to be
a GMO-free island; Bukidnon, since labeled the Organic Rice Capital of the
Philippines; Cotabato, where the Go-Organic and bio-dynamic rice move-
ments have taken root; the Negros Island Region, since labeled the Organic
Island and Food Bowl of Asia, as well as Quezon province, said to be
producing exclusively chemical-free rice since the mid-1990s (Carating
2010). In these instances, we can note how the labeling of entire regions is
designed to promote the perception of organic production, creating clear
prescriptions that are used as a form of marketing and promotion. The
significance of organic agriculture production as a trade strategy has been
noted by several people interviewed for this research. With the Philippines
entering the ASEAN trading group, organic produce for export can be seen
as an added-value product.

AGROECOLOGY AND SUSTAINABLE FOOD SYSTEMS 9



In some cases, private and public sector interests converged toward pro-
moting organic food: In 2005, the governors of Negros Occidental and
Negros Oriental, the private sector and farmers came together to make a
shift to organic agriculture. Following various training programs and cam-
paigns and by 2014, an alleged 4% of the island’s arable land was converted
to organic agriculture (Negros Occidental Government 2014). According to a
Greenpeace activist,8 the livelihood of farmers has improved (interview with
Daniel Ocampo, Greenpeace campaigner, February 27, 2015, Metro Manila),
as organic produce can be sold at a premium in cities (we further expand on
the question of prices in the following section). All of these initiatives show
that local efforts have been underway in the Philippines, prior to the passage
of the Republic Act no. 10068 of 2010 (Organic Agriculture Act). According
to this act, local government units are mandated to promote organic agri-
culture by putting in place their own organic programs and establishing a
local technical committee to oversee such efforts (National Organic
Agriculture Board 2011). This can be problematic, as it places responsibility
at the local level without necessarily dedicating sufficient resources to imple-
ment the law. One main criticism is the high cost of national certification and
the need for government approved certifiers, which potentially raises issues
related to corruption in the Philippines. In the Philippines, only two NGOs
have been accredited by the Department of Agriculture: the OCCP (Organic
Certification Center of the Philippines) in 2005 based in Metro Manila,
Luzon, and NICERT (Negros Island Organic Certification Services) in 2011
based in Bacolod City, Negros Occidental (Salazar 2014). The cost of certi-
fication ranges from PhP 15,000 to PhP 20,000, valid for 18 months, with
some subsidies available (PhP 10,000 fee for smaller farmers) (Salazar 2014).
According to the farmer-lead network MASIPAG, official certification can be
as high as PhP 50,000, as compared to the cost of the PGS which ranges from
PhP 700 to PhP 3,000 (Lacorte 2014). National certification remains cost
prohibitive for many small farmers, however, as certification needs to be paid
every one and a half years. As a reaction to this new national labeling scheme,
Mara Pardo de Tavera changed her label by removing the world organic:
Mara’s Original Market. As she explains:

I removed the name organic. We are organic and we check it, but I don’t use the
OCCP (Organic Certification Center of the Philippines), it’s too corrupt for me. I
have an organization and we are doing what is called participatory guarantee
system, which I believe is better in this system. It works. You train everybody in
understanding organic standards or natural, and we police our own selves.
(Interview with Mara Pardo de Tavera, August 8, 2013, Makati, Metro Manila)

To reach the original objective of 5% of organic land in the Philippines by
end of 2016, PGS for certifying organic could have also been taken into
account, which was not the case. According to the Philippine National
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Standard realized in 2003 by the OCCP, however, organic means a certain
form of production that involves, for example, the quantity and quality of the
manure and compost you can apply, or the annual ratio of indoor and
outdoor exposure of the livestock. Certain innovative but environmentally
friendly forms of production are not eligible for the organic label because
strict parameters are in the law, for example, the use of ducklings to address
pest issues around rice production and provide natural manure for the rice
patties would not be eligible for the organic label (Interview with Sef Alba
Carandang, a biotechnology consultant, January 23, 2015, Pasig, Metro
Manila). In 2013, after two years of information campaigns, networking
and lobbying, the recognition of the PGS was extended for three more
years in the Philippines, ending in April 2016 (IFOAM, 2013). To date,
most producers are still not willing to engage with national certification
and would many still prefer PGS.

According to Ipat Luna, the legislative process was not inclusive of existing
people working in the organic sector, nor was it in the interest of insuring
food security for everyday people and better incomes for farmers, as she
explains:

I don’t remember any of us in the movement being involved in the crafting of this
legislation. I don’t recall any public hearings that we were involved in at least. So, I
think it might have been driven by the markets, trying to get your foot in the
largest fastest growing market for organic agriculture or organic produce.
(Interview with Ipat Luna, January 13, 2015, Pasay, Metro Manila)

What we can conclude from this overview is that different types of
expertise have been brought into play to define what is organic agricultural
production in the Philippines, ranging from interested individuals who
founded the movement and began training farmers and creating a PGS, to
local governments that saw organic farming as an opportunity to explore and
promote new production practices, to national policymakers who are seeking
to fix certain rules around production standards and product labeling. The
Organic Agriculture Act is an attempt to create a technical rule: Not follow-
ing the prescription would result in non-organic produce. On the other hand,
the PGS and other similar forms of what is termed second party certification
offer another type of technical rule. The difference between the two suggests
that organic agriculture production today is being constructed along con-
flicting prescriptions; it is therefore a moral rule, with sanctions coming from
a diverse set of actors. These tensions in how different prescriptions are
framed and by whom are leading to diversity in production practices around
organic foods—including farming and labeling. In the following section, we
turn to food consumption practices, as defined in our conceptual framework
as involving material conditions, competencies, and meanings.
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Food consumption: material conditions, competencies, and meanings

The practice of eating organic food in Metro Manila relates to: the material
dimension of food consumption, such as the availability of organic produce
in retail settings, as well as the skills and competencies consumers need to
access such products. Meanings are also a third, important element, related
to how people interpret prescriptions by “experts,” but also how meanings
evolve and are made relevant through social networks and relations. We will
now explore how organic food consumption is playing out, in relation to the
material dimension of consumption, the skills and competencies of consu-
mers and meanings.

Beginning with the material dimension of consumption, there are an
increasing number of locations that sell organic produce in Metro Manila.
The Salcedo and Legazpi weekend markets are the focus of this article, two
markets that take place on Saturday and Sunday, respectively, in Makati, the
commercial center and upscale residence area of Metro Manila. Other mar-
kets are also held in Centris in Quezon City and in various shopping malls
across the megacity. Organic produce is also available in certain supermar-
kets, with a few restaurants promoting local and organic foods. The places
where organic products are available are still not wide-spread: The upscale
locations and higher price tags mean that not everyone can access products
labeled organic in Metro Manila. As explained by Salazar (2014), these
products generally have a premium price over nonorganic products. As
explained by the manager of the AANI Market and an organic farming
trainer, organic produce is close to double the price of conventionally
grown vegetables and “other companies put a premium on their products
because they have certification” (Interview with Raymond Rubia, January 24,
2015, Taguig, Metro Manila). There is a distinction to be made between
products available in city centers such as Metro Manila and elsewhere in the
Philippines: In Metro Manila, products labeled as organic can indeed cost
twice as much as non-organic products. For example, organic tomatoes cost
PhP 170/kg, while regular tomatoes are priced at PhP 85/kg. Similarly, a
kilogram of organic carrots costs PhP 264, while regular carrots cost PhP 126.
Yet, based on an interview with a farmer, organic produce is sold at an equal
price to similar produce outside of the cities. According to a local farmer, a
premium price is charged for selling the same produce in cities, as “whatever
goes to Manila or to the city would be targeting the high-end” consumer
(Interview with a local farmer and seller from the Legazpi Market, January
25, 2015, Makati, Metro Manila). Some organic products such as tropical
fruits are also reserved for export, not only to neighboring countries in Asia
but also to North America and the European Union.

The existence of the markets may allow for the popularity of organic
produce to increase, as people are able to experience the produce in these
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new sites of consumption and then gain the awareness and skills to request
them in other sites—whether in restaurants or supermarkets. The existence
of products with labels is also a way to designate organic food, influencing
consumer choice. Yet, in both instances, accessing a farmers’ market and
identifying an organic label engages with both meanings and competencies,
which are directly related to social capital: following Plessz et al. (2016), we
argue that social position is an important aspect in understanding how and
when people adopt new practices. As the founder of a farmers’ market and
peer-to-peer certification scheme, Mara Pardo de Tavera explains that the
markets are becoming:

. . .a destination for people who want to just be in Makati and see what’s new and
they land in this market and they realize oh you know because we’ve been written
about in magazines and newspapers so they want to know what is this buzz coming
from: Why are people shopping organics? (Interview with Mara Pardo de Tavera,
January 13, 2015, Makati, Metro Manila)

Access to certain media outlets as well as the possibility of “just being” in
the upscale city of Makati would be barriers to entry for a large portion of the
population living in Metro Manila today, specifically the least affluent socio-
economic groups. Based on a survey conducted among 50 visitors to the
Salcedo and Legazpi markets, the most common characteristic of the organic
consumers was their high education levels and living standards. Indeed,
diversity was encountered in relation to age and gender, but all respondents
had achieved tertiary education levels or were enrolled in a university, had a
stable income source, and were living in the more upscale neighborhoods in
the city. One third of the respondents were expatriates—or skilled foreigners
living in Metro Manila for professional reasons.

Health, a major concern for those interviewed, affects how organic food is
perceived. Most revealed that personal and public health improvement is a
primary concern—followed by being supportive of environmental issues,
along with developing rural areas and enhancing farmer livelihoods, as well
as ensuring food sovereignty. This attitude toward health can be seen as a
new trend, which gives both an imaginary and rationality to the consumption
of organic foods. Of the 50 people surveyed at farmers’ markets, 68% claimed
that they were buying organic food at the farmer’s market primarily for
health reasons. There is a strong belief that organic food is better for health
and can even have healing properties, in relation to preventing and even
curing cancer. Another 13% buy organic for the taste and quality, 12% for
environmental issues and only 7% to support local production. In terms of
perceptions related to cost, the organic premium price is viewed to be about
25% higher than other produce and even higher in some places in Metro
Manila (interview with Nicolo Aberasturi, biodynamic producer and organic
product retailer, February 17 2015, Makati, Metro Manila), as verified by our
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own research. In the survey, half of the respondents stated that they could
afford the price, while the other half were price sensitive and had to limit
their consumption of organic produce for cost issues.

In a context where the knowledge, access, and perceived value of organic
food is restricted to a certain social class, it would be difficult to imagine
produce labeled as organic gaining market share among a more diverse
population in Metro Manila, unless products become more available in
different settings (low to middle-income retail and outdoor or “wet” mar-
kets), or the cost is significantly lowered. In rural areas, however, the
premium price is lower or even missing due to the fact that the market
sector for products labeled as organic is nonexistent (interview with Sef Alba
Carandang, a biotechnology consultant, January 23, 2015, Pasig, Metro
Manila). This opinion is echoed by Greenpeace campaigner Daniel
Ocampo, talking about Negros Island:

They have two levels of organic programs in the province that I see from being
outside. One is the niche market, they export the organic produce to the big cities,
Manila, Cebu, and abroad. Provincially, they sell organic products that are acces-
sible to everyone. (Interview with Daniel Ocampo, Greenpeace campaigner,
February 27, 2015, Metro Manila)

In the direct selling of organic, farmers earn more than what they would
through conventional agriculture by reducing production price on the pur-
chase of fertilizer and pesticide and selling products at a similar cost to other
comparable produce—outside of city centers, where premium prices cannot
be charged. In rural market areas, consumers may not always have a prompt
for distinguishing between organic and non-organic produce—as the labeling
of organic produce is less common. The local produce is not differentiated by
the agricultural production process, which may very well be “organic by
default”—or lacking chemical inputs, for cost reasons. As stated by the
manager of AANI market Raymon Rubia, who has his own organic fruit
production, “We say it’s organically grown when people are asking but we
don’t really promote with huge banners” (Interview with Raymond Rubia,
January 24, 2015, Taguig, Metro Manila).

In the Philippines and outside of the cities, the custom of buying food
products directly from the producer is still widespread, as explained by a
customer in an organic shop:

Yeah, aside from the market nearby, we sometimes go to nearby provinces. During
our trips, I’m a businessman so I go to some places and whenever I have business
in some other provinces. I try to locate organic producers. (Interview with a
consumer at the MOM Organic Shop, January 13, 2015, Makati, Metro Manila)

An older consumer study about the willingness to pay for organic produce
carried out by Ara in 20039 in Metro Manila and Naga city shows that
consumers differ on their expectations regarding certification, depending
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on their place of living and their economic class. Consumers who were living
far from the source of production (for example, in Metro Manila) were
expecting a certification by an NGO (third-party certification), while those
living close to more rural areas and could have direct contact with farmers
preferred certification by a farmer’s cooperative. In our survey, among people
of similar socioeconomic groups in Metro Manila, 32% of respondents would
more likely trust an NGO for organic label certification, 30% would trust the
Department of Agriculture, 24% would trust a PGS, and 14% would prefer
none of the above, but rather to maintain a good relation of trust and
exchange between producers and consumers (what is known as first party
certification). The existence of the latter preference can be explained through
Geertz’s (1978) insight that the strong relations between sellers and vendors
in the market can be interpreted as a search for information and notably an
attempt to manage system-level deficiencies in the communication network.
Environmental lawyer Ipat Luna echoes this sentiment, when she explains:

Your suki (Filipino term for a loyal relationship between customer and vendor) is a
vendor that you have a regular relationship with and you trust that he will provide
you with the best produce and that you can go back to him if it’s not satisfactory.
So, we do try to have suki in the market. (Interview with Ipat Luna, January 13,
2015, Pasay, Metro Manila)

Some of the respondents were concerned about wanting to support the
cheaper solution for the producer. These results differ from those of Ara,
given the date of that study, most likely because the emergence of farmers’
markets in recent years means that people in Metro Manila increasingly have
a direct contact with producers, rendering the need for a label less relevant.
Based on our study, 62% of consumers are not actively seeking out organic
labels. For the question “Is certification/labeling important for you?,” 38% of
respondents said that labeling is crucial for them, 30% would like to see more
labeling but are indifferent, 26% said that they do not need labeling because
they know and trust the producers, and 6% said that they do not trust labels
anyway.

The practice of eating organic food in Metro Manila relates to the material
dimension of food consumption: The availability of products identified as
organic, either through labels or through trusted relations with farmers
selling organic produce, in markets and in supermarkets, which means that
certain people in Metro Manila are more exposed to this type of produce.
However, the competencies to access these products also rely on high social
and financial capital, including knowledge of what is organic, information on
where to access such produce, sufficient funds to pay the premium price, and
access to upscale supermarkets and farmers’ markets. Health is one factor
prompting people to buy organic, despite the costs. For consumers, the
meanings around what is organic are not fixed. People accept labels but do
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not seem to have a strong preference for labels, based on our study. How the
labels evolved, be it through an NGO or the national government, is also not
a primary concern. Farmer’s markets have become trusted spaces, although
not all produce sold in these markets are organic; consumers also continue to
have direct relations with producers, in markets in Metro Manila but also
when traveling outside of the city. There is a consumer concern toward
ensuring that farmers have a more equitable level of income based on their
organic production. Given the high cost involved, the national organic label
could be more suitable for larger producers and for organic produce destined
for international markets. First-party (direct with seller) and second-party
(peer based or PGS) certifications are adequate prescriptions when it comes
to direct selling and small distribution networks.

Discussion and conclusion

The diversity in approaches and perceptions in terms of how organic agri-
culture is playing out in Metro Manila may be a problem for the homo-
genization and comprehension of the organic movement: There are no
technical rules defining what makes a product organic, but rather moral
rules that are constructed by different actors. In this respect, social capital
plays a role in how prescriptions are formed in relation to organic food
production: Groups involved in these efforts that are qualified as experts,
either as part of the organic peer-to-peer certification schemes or as policy-
makers, are doing more bonding within their groups, than bridging between
groups, to use Putnam’s terminology. Although there is rivalry between
different moral perspectives on organic agriculture, there can also be strength
in diversity—given the geographic spread and different social and institu-
tional contexts in the Philippines. As an environmental lawyer explains:

We feel like we have to be prepared in an economy that is being swallowed up by
industrial giants. We just do what we can in our backyards, and then see whether it
gets adherence elsewhere so that they can do their own things in their backyard. In
this sense, I don’t see the de-centralization and the fragmentation as necessarily
negative. Maybe that’s what we have to do in order to fight the bigwigs. (Interview
with Ipat Luna, January 13, 2015, Pasay, Metro Manila)

The risk remains: If peer-to-peer systems of certification rely on a few key
individuals with the “activist” and “organizer” social capital needed to main-
tain such a system, what happens if nobody follows in their footstep? The
vanguards of the organic movement, such as Mara Pardo de Tavera, have to
ensure that a new generation of people is willing to and capable of picking up
the baton. From a consumer perspective, the practice of buying and eating
organic produce seems to be driven by health concerns, but also by “con-
sumer” social capital—which translates to access to markets, financial
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resources, and competencies when it comes to being aware of organic
produce, labels, and markets.

While the new law has its flaws and questions remain on the cost and
process for certification, what may be more relevant to people living in the
Philippines is the cost of buying nationally certified produce. Consumers
may opt for food that is perceived as healthy and organic that is sold through
trusted sources, such as directly from farmers. While a national organic label
could help promote higher standards, it could also lead to discrimination
against products that are grown according to organic norms and standards,
but are not labeled as such. An alternative would be to promote the labeling
of products that contain pesticides or GMOs: All other products, by default,
would have minimal chemical inputs and no genetic modifications. Already
in 2001, environmental groups in the Philippines began lobbying for GMO
labeling. In 2015, the Philippines Supreme Court issued a victory for
Greenpeace and other advocates against GMOs by issuing a permanent ban
on field trials of genetically modified eggplant, as well as a temporary halt on
the importation of GM crops and pesticides. The question of labeling GMO
products is still up for debate.

The challenge that remains is for organic food production and consump-
tion to result in positive impacts for the least affluent producers and con-
sumers, outside of and within Metro Manila: For this, an expensive national
labeling scheme does not seem to be the best option. From Geertz (1978), we
learn that relationships in bazaar economies, such as current day farmers’
markets, form a communication channel that evolved to serve the needs of
people with different and opposing interests. The certification system would
then erode such informational structures that help keep the fabric of society
together, in a society that displays strong correlations between social capital,
the reproduction of social hierarchies, and the unequal distribution of
resources (Abad 2005). We posit that produce that is nationally certified as
organic runs the risk of benefiting the larger industrial agricultural producers
who can afford such certification schemes, as well as higher-income con-
sumers in Metro Manila or abroad, who can afford such a label premium
price. Perhaps a diversity of approaches is needed, including certification
based on relations of trust, such as first party certification and the PGS. In
addition to efforts for GMO labeling, the current trend is toward non-
certification altogether, with rather an emphasis on “natural” production in
labeling and communications. This implies a moral rule, as opposed to the
organic label which is being put forward as a more technical rule.

This article provides an initial entry point for understanding how pre-
scriptions and practices around organic production and consumption are
evolving in Metro Manila. More research is needed on organic production
and consumption in rural areas, so as to address one of the main issues in the
Philippines: offering a nutritious and tasty meal to the majority of the
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population in a country of 100 million and growing. As Mara Pardo de
Tavera succinctly stated, “I would rather see people eating organic in the
Philippines. The point of organic is self-sufficiency and independence, [and]
excess could be exported.” This sentiment is echoed by an organic farmer:
Organic food should be “equalizing and somehow create a democratizing
effect” in relation to social inequalities (Interview in Legaspi Market, January
25, 2015, Makati, Metro Manila). For the Philippines to achieve food sover-
eignty, in relation to more sustainable forms of production and consumption,
more should be done to understand and address the link between social
inequalities, and access to healthy and environmentally sound foods.

Notes

1. Proteins from the Bacillus thuringiensis (Bt) bacteria are poisonous for several insects.
2. Farmers are among the least affluent groups in the Philippines, with a poverty inci-

dence of 36.7% in 2009 or twice the national level (Sarmiento et al. 2013).
3. The 5% target was announced in the National Organic Agriculture Program,

2010–2016 (National Organic Agriculture Board 2011). According to the National
Organic Agriculture Program Secretariat and in November 2016, there are already
344,296.90 ha of organic farms out of the 358,490.78 ha targeted for conversion. These
figures correspond to a 96% of the total targeted for conversion (Department of
Agriculture, Region 6 2016), yet this target represents only 2.89% of over 11.9 million
ha of agricultural land in the Philippines. Estimates on agricultural land vary, for this
estimate, see Willer and Lernout 2015.

4. According to the Family Income and Expenditure Survey of the National Statistical
Coordination Board (2013), high income families or people earning an average of PhP
200,000 a month or PhP 2.4 million a year number only 0.1% of total families in the
Philippines. The middle-income class, said to earn an average of PhP 36,934 per
month, accounts for about 20% of the total population, while the low-income class
earning an average of PhP 9,061 per month comprises the rest.

5. See funding note below.
6. Snowball or respondent-driven sampling is based on a system of recruitment, whereby

a first contact introduces the researcher to other contacts. All respondents met elig-
ibility criteria and are credible, in that they are involved in organic production and
consumption either in the public or in the private sector, as members of civil society, or
clients of organic produce stores. This approach has limits, as the researchers are
constrained by the social network of the first respondents. We consider this sample
sufficient in terms of gaining a general entry into the topic of organic food, primarily
around Metro Manila. For further research, particularly outside of Metro Manila, it
would be interesting to broaden the sample—which we were unable to do, given time,
and resource limitations.

7. Convenience sampling is based on ease of recruitment, which entails engaging with respon-
dents who are readily available. The weakness of the approach is that we cannot claim that
our sample is statistically representative of all consumers attending farmer’s markets.

8. While Greenpeace is an international organization, it is quite active in the Philippines
through its Southeast Asian branch and is a key player in the environmental movement
in the Philippines. Greenpeace is also among the most visible NGOs in Metro Manila
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when it comes to tackling genetic engineering. We have also included statements from
the national Spread Organic Agriculture in the Philippines organization. To our
knowledge, the homegrown environmental organization IBON Foundation does not
have a specific focus on this topic. Other efforts exist across the country, such as the
farmers’ alliance, Bikol Initiatives against GMO (SIKWAL-GMO).

9. Given the date of the study, the authors presume that willingness to pay may have
changed in the past 13 years. That being said, there are no more recent studies to quote
on this aspect.
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