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The municipality of Baungon is located in Bukidnon, Philippines.  It is a rural town  with approximately more than 25 kms distance from the  Urban center of Cagayan de Oro City.  Its poblacion or town proper was located near the foothills of Mount Kitanglad a protected forest park and a majority of its residents are corn farmers. 

During the third quarter of  1991 a student approached me and asked for guidance and the possibility of extending them assistance regarding his plan. He told me he was planning to engage in corn farming in Baungon  because she had a distant aunt (of senior age who was widowed just few years ago), who owns several hectares of land there. They have met once and she was willing to lease him a hectare that she maybe able to redeemed her land from a mortgage.   I have an idea beforehand that their family were surviving on their small family enterprise of growing ‘kangkong’ (ipomea aquatica), and selling vegetables and spices at the Carmen Public Market.   Their kangkong garden was located in a lowland area inside a plush subdivision within the city of Cagayan de Oro. Their family and a good number of neighboring families were allowed by the subdivision management to temporarily cultivate and grow kangkong on said lots while they were not being developed yet.  Being the eldest in the family and living together with their married older sister, he has the social obligation to help support their extended family by finding additional income or by means of self-financing his education.  This time he was in his final level, a second year college student for an associate in vocational agricultural school in the city.  

During our conversations he mentioned his younger brother al married, who in similar livelihood to them also tending a kangkong garden was willing to assist him in said corn growing venture.  The main problem however is their meager resources and that they cannot afford to invest with full regular capitalization. They asked me if I can extend to them some financial assistance for the rest of the requirements; ‘well, let’s see what we can do. I can help on some initial inputs, but I cannot afford to provide all!’.   To make this narration short we went together to Baungon, assess the cropping potential of the land in relation to fertility and water supply, and discussed with his aunt regarding sharing and  lease agreement.  The land was situated on a plateau adjacent with a horizontal distance of more than 10 meters from a stream and a head requirement of more than 20 meters.   

Major issues   

Before the start of the operations we have a casual discussions as they used to, being a friend, regarding production approaches.  The more important issue they raised were: 

1.) The risk of failure. The student and his family are relatively new to this type of venture; investment, farm size, and location. They asked me how could they, at least, have an idea of what possibly weather has in store to them this season? I told them inasmuch as he has good ideas  in agriculture, why not go to the local PAGASA weather station get a rainfall data for at least ten years, and see the annual precipitation pattern and monthly average? Fortunately a classmate of his was able to gather said data from the weather station beforehand and lend them the study.  Regarding this issue I told them; ‘the pattern showed there a risk of having a poorer rainfall compared to last year, and the average rainfall for the 2nd season was significantly lower than that of first season.  Considering the significant distance of the site from the observation station you must be somehow careful on weather changes’. 

2.) The large capital requirement for acquiring critical inputs.  These inputs particularly  refer to commercial fertilizer and hybred seeds.  Their problem raised was; ‘is it adequately proper (socially too, they were apprehensive people would ridicule them) for them to use some local varieties, and alternative means of fertilizing their crop instead of borrowing for commercial hybred seed and fertilizer considering their meager resources and the risk inherent to 2nd season? 

Fertilizers. Generally the farmers around the site were applying at the average of  no less than 8 bags per hectare (which was an optimum quantity other farmers who were highly capitalized were applying 10 to 12 bags per hectares). Generally the fertilizers applied were a combination 6 bags (14-14-14), and 2 bags of (45-0-0), and in some cases 1 bag of (0-0-60). At time yet the government through agricultural and banking agencies as manifested in their support lending programs promote the use of high-yielding technology and inputs.  The issue raised on this matter was; ‘Can we use chicken dung or any other  animal wastes as fertilizer without encountering the same predicament commonly narrated by other farmers about the  destruction of their crops  after using the dung? My reply was; ‘Yes! Have you not realized the settlers and most particularly the kaingineros (slash-and-burn farmers who destroyed forest lands wantonly to plant crops and adandon them shortly after soil fertility becomes poor) were generally boastful of the fertility of their soil after they opened their lands. Those lands were only enriched by organic materials since God created this world, and never applied with commercial fertilizers!’  ‘The most important here is that the organic materials has already stabilized after the decomposition process was completed by the aid of soil organisms!’ As response, they have decided to till the land early by August and apply 10 bags of chicken dung as basal fertilizer (mixed during primary tillage) considering the prospective land have ‘rested’ (not cultivated) for approximately more than a year.

Seeds. The standard recommendation for hi-bred seeds was 18 kgs. Per hectare with the projected population of 60,000 plans per hectare.  The standard target yield levels were 7 tons/ha for imported quality hi-bred, 4-5 tons/ha for local hi-bred, and 2-3 tons/ha for native varieties such as tiniguib. 

The issue raised was; ‘can we use other varieties to survive in this venture? My reply was; ‘poverty is not a crime, and besides, it does not necessarily means losing one’s dignity! Go ahead look for seeds you felt affordable to you. Just make sure it has good quality-well process after harvest (storage, breakage, and moisture content) and relative freshness as germination rate reduces as days go on. It would be better even to use relatively purer variety for a better growth and fruiting configuration control’  A few days later they return with tiniguib (a white native variety)  because more majority of poor people particularly on highlands and rural areas eat milled white corn for staple.  Somehow along the line they remarked; ‘the only disadvantage of this crop were its characteristics; shorter and smaller stand, much narrow leaves compared to hi-bred, and smaller ears (of course!). Nevertheless, they continued; ‘its main advantage however was, the natives never had any worry about pests and diseases since we they can recall! They just plant it and forget!’ 

I continued; ‘just be sure they have similar stand so that we can anticipate similar responses to fertilization and planting configuration.’

3.)  Planting population and configuration.  They were worried also on the cost of  manual labor for animal driven cultivation, manual fertilizer application and weed control. They did not have option for the employment of  animal driven cultivation because they themselves have no implements in this start. On other manual activities they assured to do those jobs at weekends with the help of other members of the family. Nevertheless, they raised the following ideas; they wanted to make the production system simplier and faster with the least cost considering the distance of the site from the city for he has to continue his daily schooling also.    In this connection they raised the issue; ‘can they apply other planting configuration without adversely affecting potential yield significantly?’  the scheme planned was to depart from the government recommendation of  average population of 60,000.00 hills/ha. (That was the final measure) Ideally,  the recommended planting configuration by that time  was .75 by .25m per hill (in my experience that was adapted for mechanized cultivation to accommodate wider width for tractor wheels) but in general situation traditional manual planting by 2 seeds per hill (without the benefit of applying the mechanized configuration) was practiced.  In some instances .7 by .3 (which was good for manual system) was also recommended.  My reply was; ‘planting configuration applied by corporate farms using tractors was even worst because they place the plants very close to each other to induce destructive competition and allow wide space for weeds to grow profusely so, do what you think is appropriate to your situation!’ 

The student raised a follow-up question can they plant with higher population to compensate for the lower productivity of the native variety? ‘Yes. I have seen high reports of performance levels of  corn in USA at levels of 25,000 lbs/ha. considering our average yield for imported hi-bred output per hill of  approximately 150 gms/ear they could have been planting at the maximum rate of 70,000 – 75,000 plant per hectare. What is critical here is the Christian natural equation of what you plant-what you get.  In short, just be sure that your soil and weather is capable of providing you with the same target output. Otherwise, just plant what you environment can provide.  The fact that the mean rainfall in this area is only capable of sustaining a high average of 2.5 tons/ha during 2nd season it could be safer to you to limit your production at that levels.  The rest of the bounties are miracles from God!’

As the discussion continued, a proposal was raised; ‘can we use the .5 by .3 meter dimension? It was just enough for a cattle to pass between the rows. Besides, the  major advantage of this, is that we will just broadcast the side-dress along the furrows which is simplier work, and in a single pass and swoop, the fertilizers are turned-over and placed underneath the hills automatically covered by top soil! We will make application time shorter as we eliminate the hill-to-hill placement.  Likewise we also save the fertilizer from evaporation losses due to open exposure to the  sun,  and  labor-as we only have to clean the hills and not the much laborious between-rows anymore! This means that we have to weed first the hills only, before we do the final dressing, and cultivation in single process.’  

At the end of the line, to make the story shorter, they tilled the land during August and planted the area approximately on its middle week.  Unfortunately the dry months started earlier on the early weeks of November few weeks just during the flowering stage of crop. This was the first time the El Nino was mentioned and given wide and popular attention over the local radios and newspapers.  One can witness how pitiful the crops weather under the blistering heat of the sun without alleviation of rain for many straight days and weeks.  Time seemed to stand still until harvest time came. At the final reckoning we together with all of our neighbors were waiting in a line to sell our crops to the National Food Authority.  The price was based on government price.  We would like to benefit the higher price of Chinese traders at the city proper but our price advantage would just be siphoned down and maybe made worst by the transportation cost so we opted for the comfort of NFA price.  Finally a total accounting of the investments (labor, material inputs, land rental, etc.) was made to determine losses. The yield recovery was only approximately 60% of the targeted yield of 2.5 tons/ha. As a consolation however, the farm barely passed the break-even point. Considering the plight of the student, I decided to waive the share supposed to go to my contribution.  

In total economic assessment the project the student and his family gained two major benefits: a.) learn practical real-world farm management learning experiences, and  b.) additional employment in terms of  labor and time resources paid back in considerable amount by the proceeds. The student was able to graduate the following year and according to his brother, get employed as a farm supervisor in Dole Philippines Polumolok. 

Synthesizing our agricultural experiences in 1991, the project performed much better compared to the rest of the farmers in the municipality. Sadly all of our adjacent and neighboring farms incurred severe losses that one of them during our assembly at the NFA satellite buying office was overheard; ‘I don’t know when and how many seasons would it take us to recover. My most immediate problem is how to face the Chinese trader and other people who provided us fertilizer loan.’  My brother in-law who engaged in corn production financing in Wao, Lanao in that year has never recovered his losses until this date. He once related to me about this plight; ‘People in Wao has experienced cycles of  bountiful harvests between 1991 until today,  but in the final reckoning there was a painful gradual decline of agricultural resources among our corn farmers.  Even my younger brother who was has been a highly capitalized corn farmer who have been applying regularly 10-12 bags of fertilizer/ha. suffered the same predicament.’  In fact, I myself since then, changed career for good and never got back to farming until today.

