What is “Talek” or Trust in the Highland

4 INFORMING POLICY & PRACTICE |
Vegetable Chain?

CALL TO ACTION

/ Disposers may consider sharing in the marketing costs of vegetables.
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/ The trust as a social capital is a strong indigenous value that binds
transactions even in cash crop farming; interested direct buyers are strongly
encouraged to integrate this into their business process.

Integrate organizing work (capacitate organization) in all the programs
\/ designed for farmers so they will appreciate the role of linking networks
such as organizations/associations, and cooperatives.

Support these networks of farmers as these are venues for collective
actions.

/ Review feasible mechanisms for price regulation considering the cost of
production for each vegetable crops.
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What is “Talek” or Trust in the Highland Vegetable Chain?

By Matyline Camfili-Talastas, Pamelyn S. Inmatong, Mary-An J. Altaki, and Cheryll C. Launio

[Fd, HIGHLIGHTS

Farmers are just price takers in the vegetable industry. They rely on the price dictated by the
middlemen/disposers who accordingly rely also on the price provided by the buyers.

/ Trust as a social capital sustained the trading relationship of farmers and disposers.

/ Income disparity between the farmers and the disposers is prevalent.

While farmers have low bargaining power, they are not active in organizations/cooperatives that may
provide venue for collective action.

/ Programs to continuously empower the farmers be integrated and sustained.

=X INTRODUCTION

—

After decades of producing and selling deliver or sell their vegetable products to LaTOP
highland vegetable crops, all of the farmer- and La Organica only because these are organic
participants in the study consistently complain on CTops.
price uncertainty and are always hoping to hit the
"jackpot" price (maka-tsamba) once in a while. They
have also observed that the price paid for the
vegetables they delivered in the local trading areas
is lower compared to the price paid by consumers
in Manila or in areas where these are delivered.
With disappointment, some of the farmers
expressed that the market system is always
favorable to the disposers who earn a good income
whether the price of vegetable is high or low
compared to them who tremendously incur losses
especially when the vegetable price is low.

All the rest are dependent on the disposers so
they bring their vegetables to either of the different
trading areas namely La Trinidad Vegetable Trading
Post (LTVTP), Bagsakan, Bahingawan, Baguio City
Hangar Market, Benguet Agri-Pinoy Trading Center
(BAPTC) and Nueva Viscaya Agricultural Terminal.
With these, questions and comments usually arise
on why farmers cannot sell their products directly
to buyers. What makes the farmers trust their
disposers? Given the market dynamics at present,
understanding the relationship of disposers with
the farmers hopes to provide the latter a choice to
negotiate and/or take sovereignty over their
products.

Despite this situation, farmers still prefer
to sell their products through the disposers. Among
the 704 farmers interviewed, only two of them

All opinions, findings, conclusions, and recommendations expressed in this material are those of the authors, not necessarily of Benguet State University.
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Aside from published researches on vegetable
farming, the authors utilized the result of a survey among
the 704 farmers producing the major crops in the Cordillera
Administrative Region and 183 disposers of highland
vegetables based in La Trinidad Valley Trading Center,
Sunbeam, Backfill, BAPTC, and NVAT. More than this,
ocular survey and natural observation were done by the
researchers to comprehend the different activities
happening at the trading posts.

In-depth interviews and group discussion were also
facilitated among selected farmers and disposers. Results
were thematized and analyzed based on the objectives of
the study. Informed consent was sought prior to the
interviews and other data gathering processes.

=
=€) FINDINGS

The context of vegetable trading

Marketing usually involves the transfer of a product
or service from the point where it was produced until the
point where it will be consumed. Arshad (2020) illustrated
that in between these two points, there are still numerous
functions that include exchanges, physical functions like
storing, packing, and transporting, financing, pricing and
risk taking as well as market information. These tasks are
time consuming and require resources and effort.

To facilitate easier transactions, the trading areas are
governed with norms that are both written and unwritten.
The written norms are rules against fraudulent practices
on variety, size, quality and source of vegetables. There
are written norms on cleanliness and environmental
protection as seen in their garbage disposal and collection
policy, the maintenance of a clean environment and the
use of prescribed packaging materials. There is also the
norm on order in the schedule of entry of vegetables,
zoning and queuing of trucks. While these norms are
important to ensure a smooth flow of transactions, peace
and order in the trading areas, the unwritten norms that
address the challenges of the market system are seen more
important. These unwritten norms include facilitating
transactions, modes of payments and repayments between
farmers and traders, particularly disposers who they
regularly transact with.

Characteristics of disposers

The individual farmers have already an established
disposers in the different trading posts where they usually
deliver their crops:

o Gait - these are their “gait” whom they characterized
as their relatives, kailyan or recommended disposers
outside their bonding networks but eventually
became their trusted disposer/s.

Characteristics of a Trusted Disposer

.Gait - relative, kailyan, or friend

@ Nataraki - good negotiator
@ Honest person

@ Knowledgeable with the hows in a
trading post.

e Nataraki - part of their disposers’ qualifications is “nataraki” or
street smart to immediately dispose or sell their vegetables at an
acceptable or higher price.

 Baken kupit - since each peso matters for the farmers, they value a
disposer who is “baken kupit” or not a cheater/corrupt.

e Matalek - while disposing vegetable is a skill where the farmers
favor someone who is quick in dealing for a good price, the
qualification of “someone trusted” is always non-negotiable.

Role of disposers

Just like in other countries, the middlemen or disposers in the
region are key persons in vegetable marketing channels such that they
facilitate the selling of crops from the farmers to the consumers.

Facilitates the selling of vegetable crop. The farmer-respondents
continue to depend on the disposers to sell their crops because of
convenience. After a long travel from their farm, it is easier to just
deliver the vegetables directly to a disposer because they are more
knowledge and has already connection to possible buyers.

Negotiates for a good price. Assuming that the farmers find a
buyer, they are not knowledgeable nor confident to negotiate for a just
price . For them, time is of the essence so they might as well turn over
the vegetables to the disposers so they can immediately go back home
to tend to their farm and household chores.

Provision of capital for vegetable production. The disposers
usually provide many of the farmers partial if not full supplies and
materials for vegetable production. Disposers also lend cash as
starting capital for the farmers. “Dakkel din tulong da, nu
manpautang da ya ma bankrupt ta, pasensya. Nu suwerte ta mayat
nan presyo santo da ikessay san inutang”. This means that the
farmers are not forced to pay their loan especially when they get
bankrupt. They can pay this back when their crops are paid at a good
price.

Provision of loans with very low or no interest. Loans are even
provided with minimal or no interest at all not only for vegetable
production but for social obligations as well. This is highly
appreciated because cash and supplies needed to assist the children
of farmers who are studying. It also extend to obligations during
wedding and death ceremonies where big expenses are expected.
These are much easier and manageable to handle compared when
they apply for loan to a financial institution which usually requires
collateral and long time to process. Most of the time, they
immediately receive positive response from the disposers when they
request them any time.

Trust as evident. All of the above are made possible because
TRUST is manifested in the whole process. At the same time, the
norms in the trading areas, the roles that disposers play and the
characteristics of the disposers determine what forms the farmers’
trust.

Role of a Disposer
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Continuing Challenges

While these situations results to co-existence of both
farmers and disposers, the hard feelings of farmers over the
disparity of earnings from their vegetable crops is disturbing.
The fluid prices of vegetables always put the farmers in uncertain
situations and yet they perform all production tasks. Although
this reality is recognized, it promotes further inequality between
the farmers who are usually on the verge of bankruptcy and the
disposers who automatically earn much higher income. But after
being trapped in this situation for so long, farmers seem to learn
to be helpless as their disposers continue to perform the
following extra-ordinary tasks. As Arshad (2021) expounded,
farmers are usually aware of the exploitation but their
circumstances force them to continuously depend on the
disposers. They are also reluctant to challenge or compete
traders who are also seen as economically well and influential
members of the community.

Given the instability of vegetable prices and the increasing
required inputs and other costs in vegetable farming, farmers are
at a disadvantage with the present cost of living that is very high.
The survey shows that farmers earn an average income of
72,523.93 per cropping only. In their articulation, a farmer
expressed, “Sobra et ya, disposers ya tapinay middlemen nan
kumitkita ngem du dakami ay farmers, maga metlang” or it is too
much because the disposers and other middlemen gains or
benefit from the trading system but not the farmers. Another
farmer illustrated that they generate income usually twice a year
when they harvest their crop in 3-4 months only. Should the
price upon harvest is favorable, this may compensate their
capital. But when the price is low, that will be their “utang” or
loan and they hope to recover during the next harvest.
Otherwise this will remain their loan for several cropping season.

Norms in the trading posts
(Cleanliness, Order)
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On the other hand, a vegetable disposer disposes an
average of 21,000 kg a day which can be equivalent to 21,000
pesos a day or more especially if the price is high. A farmer
informant related someone he knows who dispose an average
of 50 tons a day. When computed for every other day, such
disposer can earn almost 750,000 pesos in a month’s time. “Idi
simaa da ya wada dakedake ay bey da ya wada metlang Hilux
da” or when they came home, they have already a big house
and owned a Hilux car which is an indicator of being
economically affluent.

Although the farmers are lucky ones in a blue moon to hit
the jackpot, they should still be prepared that bankruptcy may
happen the next cropping. Hence, another farmer articulated
that, “Uray adi ta tumama basta adi ta koma ma bankrupt” or it
is alright if they will not hit the jackpot price as long as they will
not get bankrupt. Besides, the decreasing soil fertility tempts
them to apply more inputs which is not only costly but
dangerous to the environment.

The above regular routines has developed the culture of
helplessness among farmers. They seem to be hopeless that
better arrangement can happen. The call for appropriate
officials and agencies to act on this was consistently raised.
However, the farmers context leave them with low bargaining
power. Membership in organizations/associations or
cooperatives is a venue to develop stronger voices for their
problems to be acted upon. Collective actions can emanate and
fertilized here but the membership and involvement of
farmers in this kind of network is low. On the other hand,
significant number of organizations were occasionally created,
most of these were in response to funded projects but these
were not sustained.



