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When I first arrived in the Philippines, I was
overwhelmed by all the differences in daily life
from what I was used to in Canada. I was in a
perpetual state of anxiety about the assumption
that I would have to "re-learn" seemingly simple
tasks in order to live here. One of my concerns
was in regard to grocery shopping and my
inexperience with negotiating for groceries [at
the time I was unaware that Quezon City had
other options, and not just informal markets]. I
was worried that I would not only have no idea
what to buy, but that I wouldn’t know how to
communicate with retailers and, as a result, I
would not be able to purchase anything and be
forced to live off the protein bars I packed in my
suitcase.
Much to my surprise, I started to notice a variety
of grocery and food options throughout Quezon
City, ranging from informal food markets to
large sized supermarkets. At first, I thought that
this was a sign of development and that the
Philippines was reaping the benefits of
globalization. However, as I started to think
more about it, I realized that the benefits of
supermarketization, as well as other forms of
liberalization, may not be as great as I initially
presumed.
The “supermarket revolution” in the Philippines
began in the 1990s and, as a result, there has
been an inevitable effect on access to food in
millions of households.1 Supermarketization
offers convenience, a standard of quality, variety
and, occasionally, lower costs for consumers. So
the influx of supermarkets has had benefits and,
in some instances, improved food security.
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Supermarketization can also present a myriad of
challenges in emerging markets; however for
this blog, I will be focusing on two in particular.
First, supermarkets are beginning to dominate
and revolutionize food systems in parts of the
world, which, under the current model will
eventually lead to the exclusion of local farmers,
due to a discrepancy in access to resources,
ultimately, leading to their inability to compete.
Second, from what I’ve seen, the price points for
basic groceries in supermarkets are often
unaffordable for much of the poor population.
Together, these issues indicate potential for food
insecurity in two significant demographics of the
Filipino population - the poor and small farming
households - either through inaccessibility to
food or financial resources, respectively.
Supermarkets often source their products from
dedicated wholesalers, farmers and processors.
More than half of supermarket procurement is
sourced from processors since the majority of
what is sold in store is processed.2 That leaves a
small percentage dedicated to fresh produce,
which is rarely procured from small farmers.
Moreover, the few small farmers that are
included in supermarket procurement are
considered “asset elites” due to the financial
resources at their disposal, which allows them to
be able to supply fresh produce according to
supermarket demand.3
In the Philippines, from what I understand, the
issue here is that local farms are finding it
increasingly difficult to participate in the
competitive market due to challenges such as
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logistical issues of the current “local farm-tomarket” supply chain infrastructure. Farmers
complain about underdeveloped roads that are
preventing them from transporting their goods in
a timely manner.4 Moreover, the lengthy
transport time also affects the quality of the
produce delivered; meaning, the longer the
commute to the market is, the less fresh and, in
turn, sellable their product becomes. This is a
major loss for farming households, impacting
revenue generated and possibly placing
unwarranted financial constraints.
In Quezon City, the informal food market
consists of family owned/operated retailers that
primarily supply fresh produce, as well as other
foods. They come in the form of wet markets
and open-air markets, as well as other small
scale vendors such as sari sari stores. According
to the Philippine Statistics Authority’s 2012
Census of Agriculture, there are 5.56 million
farms/holdings, employing 12 million people
(40% of the national workforce).5, 6 It can be
presumed that the majority of those farms are
not likely to be active members of the
supermarketization of the Filipino food system.
The most recent poverty survey (2015) in the
Philippines found that 26.3% of the population
was living in poverty.7 To make matters worse,
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farmers are not only among the lowest income
earners, but also have the highest incidences of
sectoral poverty [alongside fishermen].8 With
wealth gaps continuing to grow and
supermarkets continuing to expand, there is a
possibility that supermarkets will completely
diminish the role of the informal markets. For
example, when looking at the trajectory of
supermarketization in other parts of the world,
where supermarkets dominate, there is little
space for small farms to compete and therefore
they quickly become obsolete. Another issue is
the rising food costs, if supermarkets push out
small farms with subsequently lower food costs,
how are low-income families guaranteed food
security?
With this in mind, it is important for
governments in developing countries to play a
stronger role in regulating the food markets and
realign policy and incentives with the private
sector.9 In the Philippines, municipalities have
acknowledged the importance of traditional
retailers in providing food security for lower
income families. As a result, the government has
launched the ‘Neighborhood Food Terminals
Program”, which established 40 terminals in the
Metro Manila area.10 This allowed farmers to
sell directly to consumers and be competitive in
the wake of increases in supermarket presence.
While this is a step in the right direction, farmers
have still complained that infrastructure still
remains poor and, consequently, it has been a
challenge to utilize this program.11
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As a foreigner in Quezon City, I have to say that
I appreciate the abundance of supermarkets
found here because it is extremely convenient
and makes life easier for me. I would also like to
add that I understand that this blog does not
provide an exhaustive review of the intricate
food system in the Philippines and it is likely
that I have overlooked an aspect of it that is
important to this ongoing discussion of food
security in the Philippines. I feel as though my
research thus far, and the conversations I have
had with locals, has motivated me to reconsider
using supermarkets for my groceries for the
remainder of my stay in Quezon City.

