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Abstract: Why did Philippine President Rodrigo Duterte suddenly, in 2018, upend decades of
protectionist policy by liberalizing his country’s rice import trade? Conventional wisdom suggests
that he enacted this major policy reform to curb inflation spurred by rising rice prices. Higher prices
were especially harmful to the millions of poor who spend disproportionate levels of income on the
foodstuff. This paper takes issue with the argument that overly assigns causality to inflationary
pressures for Duterte’s historic and controversial decision. Past Philippine presidents have
encountered inflationary episodes without liberalizing the country’s rice trade. Instead, this paper
argues that placing the Philippine example in a broader historical, comparative framework provides a
more compelling understanding for this instance of institutional change. Two rice importing
countries of Southeast Asia that also grow rice in ample quantity, Malaysia and Indonesia, for
decades have supported a similar rice policy model with monopoly control of imports by a parastatal.
Yet they did not follow Duterte’s lead and have maintained their protectionist status quo. This paper
showcases a range of historical and contemporary factors that in comparative perspective more fully
explain why the Philippines was the most likely case of the three to implement institutional reform.
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