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Foreword             

I am very pleased to be drawn into this gentle conspiracy to surprise the 
honoree, Dr. Arsenio Balisacan, with a Festschrift on the occasion of his 
sixty-fifth birth anniversary.

Arsi, as he is known to friends, is an economist, teacher, research 
scholar, anti-poverty activist and public servant, all rolled into one. In his 
journey of achievement, he has experienced a difficult tale of passage 
from poor rural surroundings in the Ilocos region of northern Luzon, 
through disciplined work in the pursuit of his chosen professional dream. 
Today, he is one of the nation’s foremost economists, respected by peers 
and admired by younger ones in the academe and in government, some 
of whom he had mentored. Importantly too, he holds a high position of 
influence that can improve the country’s economic future.

I met Arsi in Washington, DC, in 1986, as he was about to head for 
home. He had just completed his participation as a young research intern 
in the World Bank’s study of agriculture and economic development. 
I suggested to him then that he join the School of Economics at the 
University of the Philippines in Diliman. I sent an encouraging word 
about him to Dean Jose Encarnacion. 

At that time, Arsi reminded me that we had actually first met in the 
early 1970s in Baguio, the country’s summer capital, when he was a much 
younger man. He was then a delegate to a national conference of young 
public high school leaders that I happened to address as inspirational 
speaker. He was a young student from a poor family possessed by high 
educational aspirations. In that situation, success depended mainly on 
the thin and uncertain thread of scarce financial scholarships to support 
his study. He succeeded in turning small attainments into opportunities. 
Eventually, he made them into golden steps. Through scholarships he 
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moved from a rural Ilocos state-supported university to the graduate 
programme in agricultural economics of the University of the Philippines 
Los Baños and then a PhD in economics with a teaching assistantship at 
the University of Hawaii and later a doctoral internship at the East-West 
Center. 

When he joined the UP School of Economics, he intensified his 
research on important issues affecting the country—poverty alleviation, 
food policy and rural development. This work raised his profile within 
the economics profession and more broadly into the public spheres of 
recognition. 

This led to his being appointed to the post of undersecretary in the 
Department of Agriculture. When he suspected that public governance 
issues hovered over the proper performance of public duties, he resigned 
his post and returned to the School. But new occasions for public service 
immediately kept opening for him. He became the director of SEARCA 
(Southeast Asian Regional Center for Graduate Study and Research in 
Agriculture) based in Los Baños. After that, he became dean of the UP 
School of Economics. 

Even when he took on important administrative duties, his own 
research and scholarship did not suffer because he managed his time 
well. As an administrator he helped to expand the research opportunities 
of his colleagues. His deanship was interrupted by another call of 
government to lead the National Economic and Development Authority 
(NEDA) as director general and concurrent secretary of socio-economic 
planning. 

After almost four years in this position and after the enactment of 
the Philippine Competition Commission (PCC) law, he was harnessed to 
take a full hand in organizing this new institution, becoming its founding 
chairperson. Among the specific functions of this regulatory body is to 
prohibit anticompetitive mergers and acquisitions. 

The head of the competition commission is in a position to remind 
national policymakers that the economy thrives better where the markets 
in goods, labour, land and capital are allowed to move with more rather 
than less flexibility in order to achieve a more globally competitive 
economy. 

In the course of decades of economic development in the past, 
economic restrictions have continuously hampered the country’s 
fuller participation in the global economy, many of them instigated 
by the political constitutional framework. Only lately this year, major 
economic reforms were passed by legislation to liberalize important 
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legal restrictions that have served as barriers against foreign investment 
in the economy. These promising developments are likely to play a role 
in permitting better economic recovery from the pandemic. A regulatory 
body can protect the guard rails of competition when more beneficial 
prospects for economic developments are in place than when barriers 
are stifling progress.

In this Festschrift, some of his intellectual friends contribute their 
studies on several important issues of economic and social development.

Gerardo P. Sicat, PhD
Founding Director-General 
of the National Economic and Development Authority (NEDA) 
and concurrent Minister of Economic Planning
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Foreword                

A Festschrift is intended to review the origins, depth and breadth of 
the academic works by a noted scholar in the twilight of their career. 
From this perspective, writing a foreword to a Festschrift for Arsenio M. 
Balisacan is a strange task for me. Academically speaking, I think of Arsi 
as my grandson. His promise as a scholar was noted by Professor Cristina 
Crisostomo David when he enrolled in the master’s programme in 
agricultural economics at the University of the Philippines Los Baños in 
1979. Tina was my PhD student in the early 1970s at the Food Research 
Institute at Stanford University, where she documented the striking role 
of fertilizer and rice prices in the political economy of Asian countries. 
Arsi continued this work at the University of the Philippines Los Baños 
under Tina’s direction, and then generalized the results into a conceptual 
approach to positive political economy in his PhD dissertation at the 
University of Hawaii, under the mentorship of Professor James A. 
Roumasset.

My first involvement with agricultural policy in the Philippines 
came in the early 1970s, when Arsi was still in high school. As part 
of the Stanford project on “the political economy of rice in Asia” that 
Tina David worked on, Wally Falcon and I commissioned eight country 
studies in East and Southeast Asia (including one on the United States 
by Leon Mears, a familiar name in the Philippines’ food policy circles). 
I worked closely with Mahar Mangahas on the Philippine study, 
so became acutely aware by 1975 just how complex the Philippines’ 
story was. I had drafted the Indonesian country study as a prototype for 
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other country authors and worked closely with all of them right through 
the publication stage.1

This earlier work on the region’s political economy of rice set me up 
for understanding Arsi’s work. My engagement with his work started 
with rice policy, but extended more broadly to the fields of agricultural 
development and the nature of pro-poor economic growth. Both fields 
are well represented in this Festschrift, via contributions from major 
authors in the field and through the inclusion of Arsi’s own path-
breaking research in both fields.

These two fields, and especially the economic and policy links 
between them, are very difficult territory for a scholar-practitioner in the 
Philippines. On two separate occasions, under two different presidents, 
I failed miserably to make any progress. The combination of an 
entrenched landed elite and the capture of most agricultural marketing 
enterprises by deeply vested interests stymied my efforts—after the 
People Power Revolution in early 1986 forced President Ferdinand 
Marcos from power—to help revamp the mandate of the National Food 
Authority to pursue stable rice prices without high protection.

A later effort to connect smallholder farmers to a more inclusive 
growth process also failed, despite high hopes in the development 
profession as President Gloria Macapagal-Arroyo had a PhD in 
economics from the University of the Philippines (she also studied 
at Georgetown University for two years, where she and Bill Clinton 
became friends). Over the years, I was able to work successfully with the 
International Rice Research Institute and the Asian Development Bank, 
and I enjoyed interacting with my Philippine colleagues and former 
students on each visit, but I could never make any progress with the 
government.

Thus, I am simply in awe of how successful Arsi has been as 
a scholar-practitioner at the very highest levels of the profession. 
His service at cabinet level in four different presidential administrations, 
while also serving with great distinction—as professor and dean of the 
faculty—in the best economics department in Southeast Asia, is without 
precedent.

My closest personal engagement with Arsi has been through his 
leadership of the Southeast Asian Regional Center for Graduate Study 

1 See volume XIV, nos. 3 and 4, Food Research Institute Studies, 1975.
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and Research in Agriculture (SEARCA), and through the journal Arsi 
founded while at SEARCA, the Asian Journal of Agricultural Development 
(AJAD). I have served on the editorial board of AJAD since its founding 
because I believe deeply in its mission: to highlight the importance of 
agriculture to the development of Asian economies, and to publish 
manuscripts by regional scholars that document this role.

I also benefited from Arsi’s term as president of the Asian Society of 
Agricultural Economics (ASAE). In that role he invited me to Manila in 
August 2008 to give the keynote address at the sixth triennial meeting of 
the ASAE. I used the occasion to reflect on the twenty-fifth anniversary 
of the publication of Food Policy Analysis.2 The cross-sectoral perspective 
developed in that volume remains essential to solving today’s problems 
of poverty and hunger.3 

This Festschrift is a fitting tribute to Arsi. His creativity, insights and 
just plain hard work illuminate every chapter. And he is just beginning…

C. Peter Timmer

2 C. Peter Timmer, Walter P. Falcon, and Scott R. Pearson. 1983. Food Policy 
Analysis. Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press for the World 
Bank.

3 C. Peter Timmer. 2010. “International Best Practice in Food Policy: Reflections 
on Food Policy Analysis”. Asian Journal of Agriculture and Development  
7, no. 1: 1–10.
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Message                 

SEARCA is glad to have played a key role in the formative years of 
Dr. Arsenio M. Balisacan as a young researcher, providing him a 
scholarship grant to pursue his master’s in agricultural economics. 
We take pride in his significant contributions to research, policy and 
actions towards securing food and reducing poverty in Southeast Asia. 
Appointed to the helm of SEARCA in 2003, Dr. Balisacan reinforced 
the Centre’s efforts towards poverty reduction and food security with 
a keen focus on agricultural competitiveness and natural resource 
management, through SEARCA’s Eighth Five-Year Plan (2004–9), 
whose crafting and implementation he closely supervised. Now more 
than a decade later, SEARCA continues to pursue programmes 
that contribute to overcoming malnutrition, hunger, poverty and 
inequality in Southeast Asia. The Centre’s Eleventh Five-Year Plan 
(2020–25), with its focus on “Accelerating Transformation through 
Agricultural Innovation” (ATTAIN), aims to elevate the quality of life 
of agricultural families through sustainable livelihoods and access to 
modern networks and innovative markets. 

It thus gives us great pleasure to be part of this Festschrift that 
honours Dr. Balisacan and his remarkable academic, research and 
policy work. We see this book as an important influence in continuing 
the discourse and actions to empower agricultural institutions and 
communities. As an instrument of knowledge and co-creation, 
it contains lessons from Asian countries that bring to the fore not only 
the experience, but also the reforms in economic policies, competition 
law, inequalities and agricultural development across countries.
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We join the authors and the ISEAS – Yusof Ishak Institute in 
recommending this book, with the hope that it will inspire its readers 
to contribute to the development of and innovations in the agriculture 
sector in Asia and beyond.

Glenn B. Gregorio
Director
SEAMEO SEARCA



xxxiv

Preface and Acknowledgements           

This volume is a Festschrift for Arsenio Molina Balisacan – economist, 
professor, public servant, colleague, mentor and friend. It pays tribute 
to his work and honours him as an outstanding economist and public 
servant. Its themes reflect his research and policy interests over his 
professional career. These interests are central to understanding the 
development dynamics in the Philippines and elsewhere in Asia. 
The overarching theme is overcoming poverty through agricultural and 
rural development and complementary policies that engender a robust 
and sustainable structural transformation. Competition policy plays 
a particularly key role in combating cronyism and rent-seeking that 
impede that development path. 

This project was conceived in November 2018 when the editors and 
the honouree attended the back-to-back Philippine Economic Society 
(PES) and the Federation of ASEAN Economic Associations (FAEA) 
conference held in Cubao, Quezon City, Philippines. We planned the 
surprise launch of this volume in time for his sixty-fifth birthday on 8 
November 2022. In the Philippines, this age also marks an individual’s 
retirement from government service. Thus began the three-year “gentle 
conspiracy”, as Gerry Sicat aptly describes the project, among the editors, 
contributors, SEARCA and ISEAS – Yusof Ishak Institute towards the 
realization of this volume. 

This book came to fruition with the help of many people and 
organizations whose tremendous support we wish to acknowledge. 
The enthusiastic responses from our forty-six authors from many 
countries are testimony to the high esteem and affection for Arsi. We 
thank our contributors for their fine papers and their collaboration as 
we worked through the refereeing and editorial production processes.  
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Cuevas, who gave a clean finish to the book. We also thank Shereena 
Salas who assisted in the early stage of the project. 
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Yusuf and the rest of the publication team for making the publication of 
this book possible. 
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BEPS Base Erosion and Profit Shifting

BLU branch lite unit
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UNDP United Nations Development Programme
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