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Preface

The period of Japanese domination in South-East Asia between
1941 and 1945 is widely acknowledged as an important episode in
the modern history of the region, but remarkably little is known
about people’s lives during these years. Academic studies have tended
to focus on military or political developments, and in many cases
examine the occupation in the light of post-war events. Memoirs
and popular accounts often dwell on atrocities, such as mass kill-
ings and torture at the hands of the Kempeitai. Source materials
dealing with other issues are scarce because the Japanese destroyed
much of the documentary record of their military administrations
when the war ended, and those papers which survived wound up in
archives scattered throughout the world, where for many years they
remained closed to researchers. This situation has begun to change;
most records are now open to the public, and researchers have
approached the period with a fresh set of questions, focusing more
on social and economic developments than on the political issues
that preoccupied earlier writers.

Food shortages plagued nearly every occupied territory, a result
of breakdowns in the regional economy that characterized South-
East Asia before the war, but the subject has generally been treated
within individual countries and often in a cursory fashion. Because
the Japanese administered South-East Asia on a regional basis and
imposed many policies — including those relating to food supplies
— with little regard for local conditions, these issues are best exam-
ined from a broader perspective. The present volume attempts to
do this by pooling the expertise of a number of scholars who are
specialists dealing with particular countries or regions in South-
East Asia. The articles they have prepared draw on a very wide
range of source materials in many languages, and offer an account
of the food situation that spans most of the region.

The Toyota Foundation has been of considerable assistance in
the preparation of this volume. It funded a Symposium on the Japa-
nese Occupation organized by the Department of History at the
National University of Singapore in December 1995 which was at-
tended by many of the contributors, and provided additional sup-
port during the editorial phase of this project. I would like to express

xi
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my appreciation to the Toyota Foundation, and also to the indi-
vidual contributors for their willingness to undertake substantial
revisions, and for their prompt and obliging responses to queries
that arose during the editing process.

PAUL H. KRATOSKA
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1 Introduction
Paul H. Kratoska

Japan’s advance into South-East Asia was an extension of the con-
flict which began in China in 1937. Active penetration of the re-
gion commenced in 1940, when Japan used diplomatic means to
gain access to northern Vietnam, and the process continued in 1941
when the Vichy government in France agreed to place Indochina
under Japanese protection. French colonial authorities in Vietnam
reluctantly acceded to this arrangement on 29 July, following the
landing of 30 000 Japanese soldiers in the southern part of the
country. The move caused the United States to freeze Japanese
funds and, together with Britain and the Netherlands, to impose a
de facto embargo on exports to Japan. Because Japan drew on South-
East Asia for oil, bauxite and other raw materials needed by the
military, the restrictions threatened Japan’s capacity to wage war,
and instead of restraining Japanese aggression as intended, pre-
cipitated open conflict.

Japan invaded Hong Kong, Malaya and the Philippines on
8 December 1941, inflicting heavy casualties and causing severe
damage to military installations. Attacks on Clark Field in the
Philippines destroyed half of the aircraft belonging to the United
States Air Force in the Far East. In Malaya Japanese forces rap-
idly overwhelmed the territory’s inadequate defences to achieve air
superiority, and by sinking two British warships, the Repulse and
the Prince of Wales, also won control of the seas around the penin-
sula. Thailand signed a treaty of alliance with Japan on 21 December,
and on 15 February 1942 British forces surrendered in Singapore,
completing the conquest of Malaya. By this time the Japanese had
also occupied the greater part of the Philippines as well as northern
Borneo, and were beginning to attack the Netherlands Indies and
Burma. These operations gathered pace after troops engaged in the
Malayan campaign were freed to join the invasion forces. Java capitu-
lated on 8 March, and the Japanese entered Rangoon on the same
day, following a British decision to withdraw from Lower Burma.
By May they were firmly in control throughout South-East Asia.

1



2 Introduction

In attacking the European colonial powers, the Japanese hoped
to deal with a threat to their prosperity that had taken shape dur-
ing the preceding half-century. The country’s industrial economy,
like that of Britain, was based upon the import of raw materials
and the export of manufactured goods. Both Britain and Japan
required a broad area within which to operate and depended on
free trade to sustain their industrial economies, but Britain en-
joyed the added security of a large colonial empire. The shift toward
protectionism that began in Europe in the late nineteenth century
had little effect on the South-East Asian region, and Japan was
able to operate in Asian markets with few constraints until the
1930s. Then the Depression changed the situation. Colonial powers
moved to contain trade within empire trading blocs, and in South-
East Asia, which was a significant market for Japanese manufac-
tured goods, they took steps directly aimed at limiting imports from
Japan. The rise of an aggressive militarism in Japan caused colo-
nial administrations to intensify these efforts, and what was more
serious from the Japanese point of view, to restrict access to South-
East Asia’s raw materials and food production.

Although Japan built its national economy within a free trade
environment, around the beginning of the twentieth century it also
laid the foundation for an Asian empire by taking control of Ko-
rea and Taiwan. Further expansion into northern China and Man-
churia in the 1930s gave Japan areas suitable for expanding its
industrial capacity, while South-East Asia offered a complemen-
tary source of raw materials and a market for manufactured goods.
Japan’s advance to the south came at a time when imperial sys-
tems were losing their viability, but this point was far from obvious
in the 1930s. The Depression had given fresh life to those who
argued for greater unity and coordination within the European
empires, which had never been particularly well integrated, and
the logic of relying on comparative advantage rather than intro-
ducing uneconomical programmes of industrialization and agricul-
tural development — appropriate perhaps for independent national
states but not for the artificial territorial units carved out by col-
onialism in South-East Asia — remained unshaken.

Within this context, a re-positioning of territories that had served
as markets and suppliers of raw materials for the European powers
in order to make them markets and suppliers of raw materials for
Japan seemed a reasonable solution to the country’s economic
dilemma. Displacement of the European powers could only be
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accomplished through the use of armed force, and the outbreak of
war in Europe created a set of conditions that allowed the Japa-
nese to proceed. They designated their proposed new Asian econ-
omic order the Greater East Asian Co-Prosperity Sphere, but the
exigencies of fighting a war throughout Asia prevented develop-
ment of the scheme once the initial step had been taken. There
was never a detailed plan for the Co-Prosperity Sphere, and in the
absence of significant inputs from Japan it was little more than a
propaganda device.

In the short term, the Japanese saw South-East Asia as a sup-
plier of key resources needed to prosecute the war, notably petro-
leum and bauxite, and concentrated their efforts on securing these
commodities. They had no immediate need for many of the other
raw materials that had been central to the regional economy be-
fore the war. For example, rubber and tin production in Malaya
and the Netherlands Indies greatly exceeded Japanese requirements,
and with established markets for these products no longer access-
ible, large numbers of people found themselves out of work. Im-
ports of manufactured goods also came to a stop, as did the
movement of commodities within the region. South-East Asian
countries normally imported industrial and manufactured goods such
as machine parts, tools and cloth, while petroleum, salt, fish and
rice were produced at various locations within South-East Asia and
distributed by regional commercial networks. Although the loss of
all of these commodities caused considerable hardship, the most
serious difficulties arose in connection with food.

South-East Asia was a net exporter of rice before the war, but
the region had a number of food-deficit territories, and during the
occupation a breakdown in mechanisms of distribution led to se-
vere food shortages. Although there is good rice land in South-
East Asia, much of the region is hilly and poorly suited for wet
rice cultivation. Historically, most farmers grew rice for their own
use, and their modest surpluses went to reserve stocks or to towns.
A series of changes that began in the eighteenth century created
large rice-deficit areas and greatly increased the demand for com-
mercially available rice. The European market for pepper, sugar,
coffee and tobacco was growing, and these products began to be
cultivated for export on Luzon and Java, where there was ample
vacant land and an adequate labour force. As production expanded,
certain districts began to concentrate on non-food export crops,
and brought in rice from districts which had surpluses. On Luzon,
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for example, sugar producers in Pampanga grew progressively less
food while rice farming expanded further to the north, with
Pangasinan, Tarlac and Nueva Ecija supplying rice to the sugar
haciendas, the tobacco-growing areas in Ilocos and the Cagayan
Valley, and the provincial towns as well as the capital. On Java,
sugar cultivation retained features of the earlier mixed commercial-
subsistence economy, but there too people living in the main sugar-
growing areas obtained part of their food requirements from nearby
districts which produced surplus rice.! Toward the end of the nine-
teenth century, this pattern of specialization was replicated on a
regional basis. The development of commercial rice cultivation in
the deltas of the Irrawaddy, Chao Phraya and Mekong rivers made
it possible to establish plantations on land situated far away from
food-producing areas, and rice grown in mainland South-East Asia
became central to the regional economy. Other locations sold rice
on a smaller scale in local markets, among them Kedah, Bali,
Lombok, the Celebes, parts of Java, and the provinces of Luzon
mentioned above. Over time increasing numbers of people found
opportunities to earn money through commercial agriculture or wage
labour, and used their incomes from these sources to purchase rice
and manufactured goods.

During the last decade before the war, large areas in South-East
Asia depended on imports to obtain the greater part of their rice
requirements. In 1939 imports accounted for some 42 per cent of
rice consumption in the Philippines, two-thirds of consumption in
British Malaya and Ceylon, and half of that in the East Coast
Residency of Sumatra and in Sarawak. Moreover, dependence on
imported rice was not limited to mine or plantation labourers and
urban populations, for territories where the population consisted
of peasant farmers also drew on external sources for a substantial
part of their food supplies; the dry zone of Burma, South and East
Borneo, Sarawak, Menado and the Moluccas, Southern Luzon and
several islands in the Visayas (Samar, Bohol, Leyte, Cebu, Negros
and Panay), and the east coast states of Malaya all imported rice.
In Malaya the largely rural states of Kelantan and Pahang pro-
duced just 60 per cent of their requirements.?

The key to this regional rice economy was transport. Traders
moved supplies on foot, by boat along inland waterways, by road
and by rail, and by sea, but following the Japanese invasion much
of the communications network became unusable. Regional trans-
port suffered damage during the fighting, and many of the vehicles
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which remained operational were commandeered by the military.
Moreover, equipment deteriorated as the occupation progressed
owing to heavy usage, shortages of spare parts and reliance on in-
adequate substitutes for petroleum-based lubricants and fuel.

With trade at a standstill, Japanese administrations encouraged
local production and emphasized the need to become self-sufficient,
not only in the case of major territories such as Burma or Malaya,
but also for provinces and even districts. As a response to the situ-
ation which had emerged in South-East Asia the Japanese policies
were arguably necessary, but they were far removed from the ideal
of an integrated co-prosperity sphere.

The chapters of this book deal with food supplies in wartime South-
East Asia. Although there were significant differences between
countries, the authors present similar pictures of growing hardship
as local economies declined and food grew increasingly scarce. The
responses of the Japanese were also much the same, with the mili-
tary administrations conducting campaigns to encourage people to
grow more food, and taking steps to relocate urban populations to
the countryside. However, other Japanese activities aggravated the
situation, in particular the requisitioning of rice for military use,
and the practice of printing money to cover administrative and
military expenses.

The wartime food crisis affected rice surplus as well as rice-deficit
areas. In rice-exporting areas of mainland South-East Asia, as the first
two chapters in this collection show, farmers faced a glut of rice which
they could not sell, and began to cut back on production. By the end
of the war the commercial rice-growing districts of Burma, Thailand
and Cochinchina were producing little more than was needed to meet
local requirements. In rice-deficit areas, people planted vegetables on
whatever land was available, and substantial numbers of urban dwellers,
most of them with no farming experience, relocated to the countryside
to attempt to grow food. At the same time, other people moved into
the towns to take advantage of the rations distributed there. Tonkin
experienced famine in 1945, while elsewhere malnutrition caused
deficiency diseases and increased the susceptibility of the population
to a wide range of other ailments.

Although farmers normally could count on adequate supplies of
food, even they faced hardships. To meet the needs of urban
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populations, the Japanese limited the amount of rice that farmers
could retain for personal use, and they paid relatively low prices
for requisitioned stocks. At the same time, salt, edible oils, tools,
clothing and kerosene became very scarce, and the prices demanded
for supplies on the black market rose to exorbitant levels. In Rangoon,
100 pounds of cooking oil cost 22 rupees before the war, and nearly
286 rupees in 1943, while the price of a four-gallon tin of kerosene
went from 31 to 64 rupees during the same period.®> Malaya re-
corded similar increases. In Kota Star, Kedah, a tin of coconut oil
sold for $2.40 before the war, $85 in August 1944, and $315 on 1
February 1945.* Farmers faced other difficulties as well. Because
the military restricted access to weapons, they could no longer shoot
wild pigs and monkeys that caused crop damage, and where farmers
depended on irrigation, poor maintenance of feeder canals and dams
affected crops. Disease reduced the numbers of draught animals,
and people in rural areas were debilitated by attacks of malaria —
which became increasingly serious as mosquito-control programmes
were allowed to lapse.

Java, as Aiko Kurasawa indicates, was self-sufficient in food, but
within Java there were regions with rice surpluses, and rice-deficit
areas which depended on those surpluses. Although the conquest
was accomplished with little fighting and the Japanese secured much
of the island’s infrastructure intact, the Dutch destroyed bridges as
part of a ‘scorched earth’ policy, and transport rapidly deteriorated
under the Japanese regime owing to fuel shortages, poor mainte-
nance and military requisitioning. As a consequence, rice could not
be shipped to regions that needed it. In the latter part of the occu-
pation, widespread mobilization of romusha — conscripted labourers
— both increased the need for food and reduced the capacity of
the rural population to produce it. Shigeru Sato argues that in-
effective Japanese efforts to deal with the shortages exacerbated
the problem, and suggests that officials came to believe their own
‘romantic’ propaganda statements. A black market in rice went some
way toward overcoming the shortage of supplies for the official
rationing system, but Pierre van der Eng’s analysis indicates that
the black market did not wholly compensate for the inadequacies
of the official system of purchase and distribution. He argues that
food shortages in Java were a product of Japan’s attempt to control
the rice market at all levels, from production through retail sales.

Rice-deficit areas in Malaya and the Philippines depended on
imports to make up shortfalls in local production, and early in the
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occupation faced the prospect of serious food shortages. The Japanese
called on people to plant vegetables on all available land, particu-
larly in towns and cities, and established controls over the produc-
tion and sale of rice. In parts of Malaya, rubber trees and forest
were cleared to make room for agricultural colonies, and the state
of Kedah, one of the few areas in the country with a marketable
surplus, experienced difficulties because the Japanese requisitioned
a substantial proportion of local production to satisfy military needs.
In the Philippines, as Ricardo T. Jose shows, changing land use
involved not only food production but also a scheme to increase
the cultivation of cotton, which was badly needed for textiles and
munitions. In both countries government intervention failed to
overcome the food shortages. Some newly opened lands were poorly
suited for food production, and the people who were expected to
grow food often lacked farming experience. Moreover, rural infra-
structure was crumbling, with irrigation facilities poorly maintained,
and transportation becoming scarce and expensive. The currency
introduced by the Japanese declined in value, and prices paid under
official buying programmes lagged far behind the rate of inflation,
making sales to the thriving black market ever more attractive.
Agencies created by the Japanese within the administration, and
the centralized trading organizations they supported, could do little
to overcome this combination of circumstances, and in both Malaya
and the Philippines the situation deteriorated sharply in the final
stages of the occupation.

Conditions were far worse in the Tonkin area of Vietnam. Under
normal circumstances the land holdings of many farmers in the densely
populated Red River delta were barely sufficient for subsistence, and
wartime policies requiring the cultivation of fibre-producing and
oleaginous plants, combined with compulsory requisitioning of rice,
pushed the population to the brink of starvation. During 1945 the
inadequacies of this system combined with a succession of poor harvests
produced famine. In this volume, Nguyén Thé Anh describes the course
of the famine and its consequences, while Motoo Furuta explains
efforts to use oral history to reconstruct this poorly-documented
episode half a century after the fact.

Sarawak represents a partial exception to the situation described
above. The Japanese introduced similar policies, but poor transport,
sparse population, and a relatively small administrative apparatus
made enforcement of the new regulations difficult, and outside of
the main population centres people appear to have had reasonable
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supplies of food. Where the administration could lay hands on
supplies of rice, as in the vicinity of Kuching, they did so, forcing
farmers to eat sago and root crops such as sweet potato and tapioca,
viewed in Sarawak as famine foods. In other parts of the state the
Japanese also ordered farmers to sell paddy, but many people
successfully evaded the regulations. Overall, there was an increase
in the cultivation of wet rice and of other food crops, and because
Sarawak had sufficient land to increase agricultural production, most
of the population was able to find enough to eat. Rice commanded
high prices, but inflation and high prices paid for consumer goods
largely offset gains by farmers on this account.

In conclusion, the chapters that make up this collection suggest
a multiplicity of causes for the food deficits that plagued South-
East Asia during the Japanese occupation. To some degree short-
ages can be traced to physical limitations such as poor soils and a
lack of transport. Other causes are associated with limitations in
human agencies, such as inefficient administrative arrangements and
unrealistic policies, or conflicts involving administrative personnel.
With the notable exceptions of the residents of Tonkin and some
of the romusha, there was little outright starvation during the oc-
cupation, but food shortages caused malnutrition throughout the
entire region, and were a constant reminder of the inadequacies of
the regime imposed by the Japanese.

Notes

1 See Marshall S. McLennan, The Central Luzon Plain: Land and Soci-
ety on the Inland Frontier (Manila: Alemar-Phoenix Publishing House,
1980), chs 3-4, and R.E. Elson, Village Java under the Cultivation Sys-
tem, 1830-1870 (Sydney: Allen and Unwin, 1994), pp. 234-6.

2 Karl J. Pelzer, Planters and Peasants (’s-Gravenhage: Martinus Nijhoff,
1978), p. 119; J.E. Spencer, Land and People in the Philippines (Berkeley
and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1952), p. 60; Kelantan
Drainage and Irrigation Department, Annual Report for 19 Oct. 1943
to 19 Oct. 1944, DID MP 6/1946; Kelantan Governor’s Office 5/2486
[1943]; Census Regarding Surplus/Deficit of Rice in Each District,
Pahang, after present Padi Harvest, 2602, District Office Temerloh 285/
2602 [1942].

3 Burma Intelligence Bureau, Burma during the Japanese Occupation,
vol. 1, pp. 67-8.

4 Kota Star District Office, Annual Report for 2487, 28.2.2488 [28 Feb.
1945], Kedah Sec 208/2488.



2 The Impact of the Second
World War on Commercial

Rice Production in
Mainland South-East Asia

Paul H. Kratoska

South-East Asia’s commercial rice economy all but collapsed dur-
ing the Japanese Occupation owing to the disruption of existing
trade networks and a severe shortage of transportation and fuels.
Unable to find a market for their grain, farmers in rice-exporting
territories cut back on production, and by the time the war ended
were growing little more than they needed for their own use. In
rice-deficit areas, people experienced food shortages and malnutri-
tion as they struggled to grow vegetables and root crops to replace
imported rice. The post-war period brought a degree of recovery,
but government controls and domestic political turmoil prevented
the restoration of the export trade, while territories with food defi-
cits before the war increased agricultural production to reduce their
dependency on imported rice.

THE RICE INDUSTRY IN PRE-WAR SOUTH-EAST ASIA

In 1930 the three major rice-exporting areas of mainland South-
East Asia — Lower Burma, the Central Plains of Siam (‘Thailand’
between 1939 and 1945, and again after 1947), and Cochinchina -
accounted for 67 per cent of the rice entering world trade (see
Maps 1, 2, 3 and 9). About one-third of this rice was sold in South-
East Asia, while most of the balance went to China, India and
Europe. Rice marketed within South-East Asia was medium-qual-
ity grain, and was consumed by people living in towns and cities,
by mine and plantation workers, and by smallholders growing rub-
ber and other commercial crops. Rice exported to Europe was of

9
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high quality if for food, or low quality if it was intended for the
brewing industry or for making industrial starch. China and India
puchased grain that failed to find a market elsewhere, and absorbed
around half of the rice exported from Burma, Siam and Indochina.

Farmers in the rice plains of mainland South-East Asia utilized
rainfall and the flood waters of rivers that rose in the Himalayas
to grow wet rice; there was little controlled irrigation, but the
monsoon rains rarely failed. Farms were small, and cultivators used
family labour, supplemented during the planting and harvest sea-
sons by itinerant hired labour. Apart from the farmers, the rice
industry consisted of a trading network that purchased, collected,
milled and exported the grain, and another network to receive and
distribute the rice in importing countries. Throughout most of South-
East Asia, the rice trade was in Chinese hands, while in Burma -
where Indian and European merchants initially dominated this field
- Chinese rice millers made substantial inroads during the 1930s.

The system could not function without transport, both internally
to carry unmilled rice (paddy) from the field to the mill, and ex-
ternally to deliver rice to consumers. In South-East Asia, millers
and speculators stored rice in producing areas as paddy, which was
more durable than milled rice, and processed and shipped the grain
on close to a year-round basis, creating a constant demand for trans-
port. The most common arrangement involved collection of rice by
small boats, transport to the mills by barges, and the use of light-
ers to carry milled rice to steamships for export, but rice also moved
by train, lorry and oxcart.

Commodity exports from rice-deficit areas in South-East Asia
normally commanded sufficiently high prices to cover the cost of
imported rice with little difficulty. During the depression, however,
governments tried to reduce their dependence on imported rice.
To encourage rice production within the Netherlands Indies, where
cheap grain from Burma and Vietnam was depressing prices for
local rice, the Dutch administration banned rice imports from out-
side the archipelago into South and East Borneo and the Moluccas,
and restricted imports to Menado, in order to force these territo-
ries to buy rice from Bali and Lombok and the Celebes. For Bangka,
Western Borneo, Jambi, Riau, Palembang and Aceh, the govern-
ment used quotas to shift consumption away from imported grain.
The East Coast Residency of Sumatra was a special case, a region
that imported large quantities of rice but was a considerable dis-
tance from the major rice-producing areas within the archipelago,
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and there the administration simply stipulated that at least some
rice must be imported from Java, where the collapse of the sugar
industry had freed some 170 000 acres of land for wet rice cultiva-
tion.! In British Malaya the government attempted to increase yields,
but existing rice-surplus areas in Kedah, Perlis, and northern Perak
did not have sufficient capacity to meet local requirements, and the
expansion of rice production meant committing large sums of money
to irrigation facilities and diverting labour from more lucrative
pursuits. As a result, little was done until just before the war.

Government attempts to steer the rice trade of the Netherlands
Indies into certain preferred channels fuelled competition among
the major rice-exporters for what remained of the South-East Asian
market, and for markets outside of the region. China was a major
purchaser of Siamese and Indochinese rice, but China’s imports
fell from an average of 944 000 tons per year during the 1920s to
an average of 338 000 tons per year between 1936 and 1938. In
India, which normally purchased Burmese rice, imports rose from
an average of 702 000 tons during the 1920s to 1290 000 tons be-
tween 1936 and 1938, and both Vietnam and Siam attempted to
capture a share of this market.? There was a flurry of interest in
sales to Latin America and particularly to Cuba in the mid-1930s,
but this market proved to be limited and transient.

Japan imported nearly 2.3 million tons of rice per year during
the 1930s, but 98 per cent of Japanese imports came from Korea
or Formosa, and Japan purchased little rice from South-East Asia.
In 1939, however, both Korea and Formosa had poor harvests, and
Japan was able to obtain just 1.6 million tons from these sources.
Rice stocks held in Japan fell from 1.45 million tons in 1938 to
677 000 tons in 1939, forcing the Japanese to turn to suppliers outside
the yen bloc. The rice-producing countries in South-East Asia were
eager to sell to this market, but with Japan in the midst of a mili-
tary build-up and experiencing shortages of foreign exchange, rice
sales had important political implications.?

For Thailand, Japan’s sudden need for imported rice created an
opportunity to redress a longstanding trade imbalance, but because
of the Sino-Japanese War the Chinese merchants who dominated
the Thai rice trade refused to deal with Japan. Efforts by Thai-
land’s Ministry of Economic Affairs to overcome their boycott by
entering the market as a buyer and exporter of rice proved ineffec-
tive, and Chinese control over the market was so complete that
European firms also refused to sell rice to Japan for fear that the
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boycott might be extended to them as well.* To break the impasse,
a group close to the Thai government, led by the Head of the Oil
Fuel Department of the Ministry of Defence, Wanit Pananom, ap-
proached the Japanese with an offer to establish a rice mill and
export rice to Japan and to territories under Japanese control,’ an
initiative that led to the creation of the Thai Rice Company in
November 1938. Apart from Wanit, the promoters of the company
included the heads of the state railway system, the Department of
Commerce and the Division of Civil Aviation, while the Ministry
of Finance and Ministry of Commerce owned a majority share.®
The promoters’ stated purpose was to improve the rice industry by
producing better quality rice and by paying farmers more for their
grain, but they also planned to bypass Chinese middlemen and
purchase rice through cooperative societies set up under the Min-
istry of Agriculture.’

In 1940 the Thai Rice Company used its government connec-
tions to become the dominant force in the industry. Moreover, the
unofficial monopoly enjoyed by the company enabled it to raise
prices at will, and competition between the Malayan government
and buyers from Hong Kong helped push quotations to high levels.
In Singapore, where wholesale prices had held steady at about $6
per bag (f.o.b.) for several years before the war, Thai rice sold for
$8 per bag in September 1940, and a year later reached $15-$20
per bag.® The Thai Rice Company said the increases were due to a
rice shortage in Thailand, but production figures do not support
this contention. The local European Chamber of Commerce in
Thailand claimed that in 1941 large quantities of grain, perhaps as
much as a million tons, remained unsold just prior to the new har-
vest, and this allegation is consistent with the low export figures
for 1940 and 1941 (see Table 2.1). Moreover, prices paid to rice
farmers for unmilled rice remained low, suggesting that the coun-
try had ample supplies.’

Burma, too, was eyeing the Japanese market. India purchased
large quantities of Burmese rice during the first half of the 1930s
and accounted for over two-fifths of Burma’s exports in 1936.1°
However, the trade then fell off, and the outbreak of the Euro-
pean war cost Burma its markets in central Europe, where the brew-
ing industry normally purchased substantial amounts of low-quality
rice. Japan offered an important alternative, and when the British
Ambassador there suggested in October 1940 that measures to raise
prices against Japan in Thailand, Burma and French Indochina,
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Table 2.1 Thai paddy production and exports of milled rice
(’000 metric tons)

Year Paddy Rice

Production Exports
1936/37 [BE2479] 3413 1574
1937/38 [BE2480] 4601 1113
1938/39 [BE2481] 4568 1570
1939/40 [BE2482] 4605 1911
1940 [BE2483]* 4972 1222
1941 [BE2484] 5171 1175
Note:

* With effect from 1941 [2484 of the Buddhist Era], Thailand followed
the Western practice of commencing the new year on 1 January instead
of 1 April as before. Figures for 1940 [BE2483] cover the months of April
through December.

Source: Thailand, Statistical Year Book, No. 21.

combined with a programme of pre-emptive buying, could have a
good and perhaps decisive effect in limiting Japanese aggression,
the reaction of British officials in Burma was cool. ‘There is and
will be a surplus of rice in Burma for which no buyer other than
Japan seems likely to be forthcoming, and we feel that to restrict
the supply to Japan would be unduly and quite clearly provoca-
tive.”!’ Burma urgently needed to find a market for some 300 to
500 thousand tons of rice. If Burmese rice was withheld, the argu-
ment ran, Japan would simply turn to Thailand, ‘and her influence
over that country may well increase, to our disadvantage’.'> Burma
continued to sell rice to Japan until Japanese credits were frozen
in August 1941'% (see Table 2.2).

Cochinchina’s exports to Japan were governed by an agreement
with the Vichy regime in France. Shipments to Europe and to French
colonies elsewhere fell sharply in 1940, and East Asia absorbed
the greater part of the excess exportable surplus (see Table 2.3).
In January 1941, the Vichy government agreed to sell Japan 80
per cent of Indochina’s rice exports for the year, and gave Japan
an option on the balance. In 1941 Japan anticipated purchasing
700 000 tons of rice; in 1942 1 050 000 tons, in 1943 950 000 tons
and in 1944 900 000 tons. In the event, Japan purchased the entire
1941/2 export surplus of slightly less than one million tons of rice.
Substantial amounts went to Japan through 1943; although there
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are significant differences between French export figures and Japa-
nese import figures'* (see Tables 2.3 and 2.4).

THE WAR YEARS

Japan’s advance engulfed all three of the major rice-exporting ter-
ritories of South-East Asia, and its rice-deficit areas as well. The
commercial rice-growing regions of Cochinchina and the Central
Plain of Thailand survived the transition unscathed, but Burma was
the scene of combat during the invasion, and the infrastructure for
the rice industry was badly damaged by fighting and by Britain’s
scorched earth policy.

Pre-war rice surpluses in Burma, Thailand and Cochinchina were
more than sufficient to meet the needs of South-East Asia’s rice-
deficit areas, and of Japan as well, but under wartime conditions
the Japanese administration was unable to sustain the basic condi-
tions that underlay the rice export industry. The problem did not
lie in war damage, for apart from Burma, internal transport facili-
ties, rice mills, and warehouses in mainland South-East Asia were
more or less intact. Other elements of the rice trade, however,
ceased to function. Chinese commercial networks could not oper-
ate as before owing to restrictions on transport, communications
and the movement of capital. Labour, which was abundant at the
start of the occupation, became scarce by 1944 owing to recruit-
ment of manpower for military projects. Canals and dykes, and
irrigation works where these existed, were poorly maintained owing
to a lack of labour and materials. Inadequate stocks of fuel and
lubricants, the use of transport for military purposes, and a severe
shortage of cargo vessels to handle exports, made it difficult to
move bulk commodities such as rice, although traders did manage
to supply an active black market. Finally, even if more rice had
been shipped, many of those who needed it would have been unable
to purchase the grain, for they had lost their sources of income.

Japan continued to face rice shortages at home. Purchases made
in South-East Asia during 1940 allowed the country to build up
domestic reserves to nearly 1.2 million tons, but stocks declined
thereafter, and imports dropped to very low levels. By 1944 Allied
attacks were making it difficult to bring in South-East Asian rice
even on a reduced scale. (See Table 2.4 for data on Japan’s war-
time rice imports as reported in Japanese sources.) This inability
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Table 2.3  Rice exports from Indochina (000 tons)

France  Other Other  Hongkong China  Japan  Other Total
European  French
countries  colonies

1939 451 144 137 211 84 8 638 1673
1940 90 49 107 361 265 468 246 1586
1941 22 7 57 74 160 583 40 944
1942 — — 37 — — 937 — 974
1943 — — 15 — — 1008 — 1024
1944 — — 1 — — 497 1 499
1945 — — — — — 45 — 45

Source: Annuaire Statistique de I’Indochine, 1943-1946, p. 298.

Table 2.4 Japanese rice imports (000 tons)

Indochina  Siam/  Burma Total From Korea and Grand
Thailand South-East Asia Formosa Total
1936 0 67 0 67 2299 2366
1937 0 48 0 48 1932 1980
1938 0 25 0 25 2521 2546
1939 0 26 0 26 1608 1634
1940 461 313 556 1330 530 1860
1941 677 461 500 1638 879 2517
1942 741 628 55 1424 1157 2581
1943 688 164 29 881 302 1183
1944 39 35 0 74 800 874
1945 0 0 0 0 268 268

Source: Jerome B. Cohn, Japan’s Economy in War and Reconstruction
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1949), p. 369. For another,
slightly different, set of figures, see Yukichika Tabuchi, ‘Indochina’s Role
in Japan’s Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere: A Food-Procurement
Strategy’, in Takashi Shiraishi and Motoo Furuta (eds), Indochina in the
1940s and 1950s, (Ithaca: Southeast Asia Program, Cornell University, 1992),
p- 99. French figures for wartime exports to Japan are substantially higher
(see Table 2.3).

to import rice caused severe food shortages, and people supple-
mented their diets with soybeans, wheat, barley, and coarse grains
imported from Manchuria such as maize, millet and sorghum.
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Thailand

The market for Thai rice remained strong through 1943. Serious
flooding in October 1942 damaged the standing crop, and in 1943
local demand was sufficient to absorb production, making up for
the decline in exports. A.G. Baker, a Malayan rice expert sent to
Bangkok in 1941 to conduct negotiations concerning rice purchases
and interned there during the war, believed the country had a carry-
over of a million tons of rice in 1941, but that this reserve had
been wiped out by the end of 1943. A good harvest in 1944 pro-
duced a new carry-over, and difficulties experienced by farmers in
marketing this grain had a dampening effect on production, as did
diversion of labour from agriculture to military projects, and the
slaughter of draught animals for food. Farmers reduced produc-
tion in 1945, but according to Baker’s Chinese sources, dealers and
farmers held a surplus of around one million tons of unmilled rice
when the war ended? (See Table 2.5).

The authorized retail price of milled rice was about 10 baht per
picul (133'/; pounds) in December 1941, and stood at 15 baht per
picul in December 1944. The free- (or black-) market price of rice
was 35 baht per picul in May 1945. Since the purchasing power of
the baht had fallen to about one-tenth of pre-war levels, even the
black-market figure represented a significant decline in the real
value of rice. The official minimum price paid to farmers for unmilled
rice (fixed by the government at 7.50-10 baht per picul in May
1945) maintained the pre-war ratio between the retail price of white
rice and the price paid to farmers for paddy, around two to one in
1941, but did not reflect wartime price increases in consumer goods.!

A decline in milling capacity caused by poor maintenance and
shortages of replacement parts for rice mills contributed to the
difficulties faced by exporters, while gunny sacks, formerly imported
from India, were also in very short supply. The Japanese encour-
aged jute cultivation in Thailand and the output, which by 1944
probably exceeded 3000 tons per year, was used to make bags. Traders
also packed rice in bags woven from rushes, which they obtained
both locally and from southern China. Jute sacks commanded pre-
mium prices, with new sacks quoted at 10 baht each, and service-
able second-hand sacks at 7 baht.!”
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Table 2.5 Exports of Thai rice according to Thai statistics
(’000 metric tons)

Year Paddy  Singapore Malaya Hong China NEI Japan Other Total
production Kong
1939/40 4605 719 57 329 39 31 138 598 1911
1940 4972 416 74 261 96 10 193 172 1222
1941 5171 199 66 264 167 1 448 30 1175
1942 3907 38 23 — 66 7 527 99 760
1943 5758 146 49 — 30 2 251 67 545
1944 5158 137 41 — 13 3 14 105 313
1945 4928 127 15 32 — — — 23 197

Source: Statistical Year Books, Thailand, covering B.E. 2482 [1939/40] to 2488 [1945];
Annual Statement of the Foreign Trade and Navigation of the Kingdom of Thai-
land, no. 46. B.E. 2490 [1947], p. 274. Regarding the figures for 1940, see the note
to Table 2.1.

Burma

Burma was the world’s largest pre-war exporter of rice, but very
little grain left the country during the occupation. The 1941-2 crop
was exceptionally large, and paddy prices collapsed when much of
it failed to find a market. Toward the end of 1942, grain could be
purchased in the rice-growing areas of Lower Burma for Rs. 45-50
per 100 baskets, compared with prices of more than Rs. 200 per
100 baskets in the mid-1930s. In 1943 the military administration
attempted to support the market by buying paddy for Rs. 80 per
100 baskets, but it could not absorb the entire crop and private
buyers were able to obtain paddy by offering prices as low as Rs.
60. A serious rice shortage was developing in Upper Burma, caus-
ing prices there to rise to extremely high levels (in Mandalay paddy
sold for as much as Rs. 800-1000 per 100 baskets), but internal
transport had broken down following the scuttling of the fleet be-
longing to the Irrawaddy Flotilla Company as part of the British
‘scorched earth’ policy, and it was impossible to move large quan-
tities of grain north from the Delta.’® Finding their crops unsale-
able, farmers in the south cut back on production and surpluses
dwindled. By 1945-6 the area planted with rice was less than half
of that cultivated in 1941-2, and farmers were growing little be-
yond what they required for personal use. Because the price of
goods in rural areas had increased, many cultivators found it im-
possible to earn a living from agriculture and moved into the towns
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where there was a steady demand for labourers to work on mili-
tary projects, or else turned to banditry. An additional difficulty
was that the Chettiar moneylenders who financed much of the pre-
war rice cultivation in Burma had left for India and there was no
alternative source of funds to sustain farmers through the growing
season. Moreover, the Indian labourers who handled rice in the
mills and at the port of Rangoon before the war had fled the country
when the Japanese invaded.!

British forces moved down the Irrawaddy River valley during the
early months of 1945 and reached Rangoon on 3 May, but fighting
continued for some time in the surrounding rice-growing districts.
The Delta region was in a disturbed state during the period when
farmers normally planted their main crop, with guerrilla bands ac-
tive and isolated bodies of Japanese troops trying to live off the
land. The poor security situation made peasants reluctant to fol-
low their usual practice of building temporary huts in the fields, so
only land lying close to the villages was cultivated. Intervening areas
became overgrown with brush, and sheltered pests that attacked
the growing crop.

Burma’s rice industry emerged from the war in poor condition:
the area planted with rice was greatly reduced, draught animals
and agricultural equipment were in short supply, mills were in a
state of disrepair, buying arrangements had broken down, and trans-
port was scarce.”’ The figures in Table 2.6 show the scale of the
decline. Between 1936 and 1940 Burma produced an average of
4,900,000 tons of milled rice per year, and exported about 2,900,000
tons.?! Thus the country’s internal food requirements can be placed
at roughly two million tons, equivalent to 3,575,000 tons of paddy.?
Table 2.6 indicates that paddy production dropped below this
level in 1943, 1944, and 1945, and barely exceeded subsistence
levels in 1946. The change was greatest in the commercial rice-
growing areas concentrated in Lower Burma, as can be seen from
Table 2.7.

Cochinchina

In Cochinchina production remained at pre-war levels until 1943,
but then fell sharply owing to reduced purchases by Japanese Army
buying agents, and to low prices. The French Comité des Céréales,
a body created in December 1942, handled rice purchases until the
final months of the war when it was replaced by the Mitsui Bussan
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Table 2.6 Paddy production in Burma (’000 metric tons)

Year Sown Area Production
(’000 ha) (°000 tons)
1936 4927 7322
1937 5053 6892
1938 5011 6744
1939 5031 7942
1940 5066 6894
1941 4988 7738
1942 4329 5752
1943 3090 3053
1944 2631 2545
1945 2629 2677
1946 3201 3844
1947 3479 5440

Source: U Khin Win, A Century of Rice Improvement in Burma (Manila:
International Rice Research Institute, 1991), Appendix I, p. 143. U Khin
Win obtained figures for the war years from Season and Crop Reports
prepared by the Department of Settlement and Land Records.

Table 2.7 Burmese production of milled rice

Five-year average

(1935/6-1939/40) 1945/6
Area Yield Area Yield
(000 acres) (000 tons) (000 acres) (000 tons)
Lower Burma 9682 5980 4686 1986
Upper Burma 2113 1051 1588 643
Total 11795 7031 6274 2629

Source: Season and Crop Report of Burma for the Year Ending 30th June
1947 (Rangoon: Supt of Govt. Printing, 1947), Appendix, Statement V.

Kabushiki Kaisha. Before the war around 1 300 000 tons of paddy
were normally available to be milled for export from Cochinchina
after local requirements had been met. In 1942 and 1943 the quan-
tities received for export in Cholon, where the major rice mills
were located, exceeded this figure, but the figure for 1944 was just
743 121 tons, and exports from Cochinchina fell sharply. Paddy
shipped to Cholon during the first seven months of 1945 came to
less than one-third of the already low 1944 figure, and the area
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planted with rice in Cochinchina during the 1944/5 season was
substantially less than before the war, with around 490 000 acres
abandoned between 1943 and 19453 (see Tables 2.8 and 2.9).

The cost of living in Cochinchina increased nearly fivefold dur-
ing the war, but the controlled price paid for paddy by the Comité
des Céréales rose only slightly, from five to seven piastres per picul;
in June 1945 Mitsui raised the price to nine piastres. By selling
paddy on the black market, farmers could get between 12 and 18
piastres per picul. As in Burma the Japanese army offered good
wages for coolie labour (as much as eight piastres per day by July
1945) and many rice planters in the Mekong Delta, where the in-
cidence of tenancy was high and few cultivators had rice land of
their own, left farming to work for the military, reducing the size
of the workforce available to handle the rice crop.

On 1 October 1945 stocks in Saigon were estimated to be 81 000
tons, but some of this grain, possibly as much as 30 000 tons, had
been kept in storage for several years and was unfit for human
consumption. Requirements in the south for October through De-
cember, when the rice harvest would get underway, amounted to
35000 tons, leaving a surplus of just 15000 tons. This rice was
urgently needed in the northern part of the country, where people
were dying of starvation, but in Vietnam as elsewhere shipping
shortages made the movement of grain difficult.?*

THE RICE INDUSTRY IN POST-WAR SOUTH-EAST ASIA

After the war, a severe worldwide food shortage created heavy
demand for foodgrains. Rice was placed under international con-
trol and available supplies were allocated among importing coun-
tries, initially by the Combined Food Board, and then by the
International Emergency Food Council (IEFC) which succeeded
it. Once allocations had been settled, buyers and sellers had to
make their own arrangements, but much of the trade was conducted
on a government-to-government basis.

There were a number of obstacles to the rapid recovery of the
commercial rice industry in mainland South-East Asia, including
shortages of draught animals and tools, deterioration of irrigation
systems, and damage to milling and storage facilities. In many areas
the security situation was poor, and farmers could not cultivate
their fields. Moreover, the system of international controls, along
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Table 2.8 Paddy production in Indochina (’000 metric tons)

Crop Year Production Quantity of Paddy Delivered at Cholon
1939/40 6548 na

1940/1 6867 na

1941/2 6762 1335

1942/3 7259 1341

1943/4 7270 743

1944/5 6497 222

1945/6* 4491 na

Note:

* Combined figure for North Vietnam and the Republic of Vietnam.

Source: Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations. The
World Rice Economy in Figures, 1909-1963. Commodity Reference Series
No. 3 (Rome: FAO, 1965), Table 4, p. 15; Economic Intelligence Section,
HQ SACSEA, Trade and Industry: Economic Intelligence (Far East), Conf.
No. 134, BMA DEPT/18/7.

Table 2.9 Indochina: Two sets of data on wartime exports of rice
(’000 metric tons)

Year Exports from Exports from
Cochinchina Indochina

1940 1444 1586
1941 870 944
1942 973 974
1943 922 1024
1944 500 499
1945* 61 45
Note:

* Through August.

Source: Export figures for Cochinchina are from Economic Intelligence
Section, HQ SACSEA, Trade and Industry: Economic Intelligence (Far
East), Conf. No. 134, BMA DEPT/18/7; Indochina export figures are from
Annuaire Statistique de I’Indochine, 1943-1946, p. 298.

with internal restrictions demanded by nationalist politicians, im-
peded the activities of the commercial and financial networks that
had handled the rice trade before the war. Finally, the shortage of
transport made it difficult to move rice out of producing areas,
and to ship grain which did reach the ports.
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Table 2.10 Cost-of-living indices

Indochina Siam (Thailand) Burma
Pre-war 100 100 100
March 1946 1292 1203 384
March 1947 2359 1343 321
March 1948 3047 1438 292

Note: Figures for Indochina are for a working-class budget, and the base
is Jan.—June 1939; figures for Siam are for a clerical-class budget, and the
base year is 1938; figures for Burma are for Rangoon and the base is
1941.

Source: The Commissioner-General for the United Kingdom in South-
east Asia, Monthly Economic Bulletin, 4, 1 (Jan. 1949).

With world demand for food at unprecedented levels, rice com-
manded very high prices. Yet there were dangers in the flow of
large sums of money into rice-producing countries which had frag-
ile economies, and little in the way of consumer goods to purchase.
Inflation already stood at high levels throughout the region (see
Table 2.10), and Siam’s currency was in an especially precarious
state.

For Burma the administration tried to set buying prices for paddy
that were high enough to stimulate increased production but low
enough to control inflation.” The wartime planning team at the
Burma Office had hoped to hold the internal price of rice at Rs.
150 per 100 baskets of paddy, but it quickly rose to Rs. 300. Even
this figure was well below the price of rice in world markets, and
the government charged overseas buyers a much higher rate, using
some of the substantial profits gained in this way to provide agri-
cultural credit and rehabilitate the rice industry. According to Sir
Bernard O. Binns, post-war Finance Commissioner to the Govern-
ment of Burma, these arrangements prevented complete financial
breakdown, providing the government with much-needed revenue
while limiting inflation.?

Prices were also kept artificially low in Siam (which had tem-
porarily reverted to its earlier name as part of an effort to mollify
the Allied powers), although both the mechanisms for setting prices
and the underlying logic were more complex than in Burma. The
peace settlement with Britain imposed an obligation on Siam to
contribute 1.5 million tons of rice for international allocation free
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of charge, representing surplus stocks the British claimed existed
within the country, although the figure was disputed both by Thai
and by US officials. The British government argued that members
of the United Nations should not have to pay artificially high prices
to overcome scarcities arising from the suspension of trade during
the war, and that Siam, as a country which had sided with Japan,
should not be allowed to profit from high prices arising from post-
war shortages. An agreement negotiated following the signing of
the peace treaty with Britain, which came into force on 1 January
1946, gave the Siamese government a central role in the rice trade,
making it responsible for fixing the price at which millers purchased
paddy, and for buying milled rice at a controlled rate for sale under
the international allocation programme. The government under-
took to fulfil these obligations through a wartime body known as
the Central Rice Purchasing Association, made up of the quasi-
governmental Thai Rice Company together with representatives from
the Ministries of Commerce, Interior, Agriculture and Communi-
cations.?”’

The free-rice scheme was ill-conceived and impractical. The grain
in the country, however much of it there may have been, was in
private hands, and the government lacked the resources to buy it.
Moreover, had purchases been made on the scale envisaged, rice
prices would inevitably have risen sharply, causing inflation and
damaging overall prospects for economic recovery. The controlled
price for rice in Siam was £8 per ton in 1945, £2 more than the
pre-war price but less than the world price, which exceeded £30
per ton. Prices rose in 1946 but remained relatively low, with buyers
under the IEFC allocation system paying slightly less than £13 per
ton for Thai rice, compared with £18 per ton paid for Burmese
rice, and £30 per ton for rice from Indochina. In 1947 the official
price for Thai rice was £25 a ton, but the black-market price had
risen to £170 per ton.”® Under these circumstances it is hardly sur-
prising that Siam exported little rice under the official system of
allocation, or that the grain it did supply was of very poor quality.
Moreover, the free-rice requirement interfered with the flow of grain
through normal trade channels, and contributed to the shaping of
a large and flourishing black market.”

Although South-East Asian rice farmers and traders were paid
far less than they would have received in a free market, returns
were sufficiently high to stimulate a recovery of the rice trade, in
part because the legitimate market operated alongside a black market
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Table 2.11 Post-war paddy production in mainland Southeast Asia
(’000 metric tons)

Year Burma Vietnam Thailand
1939/40 6879 6548 4560
1945/46 2845 4491 3699
1946/47 4010 4290 4642
1947/48 5603 4800 5506
1948/49 6327 4350 6835
1949/50 4745 — 6684
1950/51 5565 3510* 6782
Note:

* Combined figure for North and South Vietnam.

Source: Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, The
World Rice Economy in Figures, 1909-1963. Commodity Reference Series
No. 3 (Rome: FAO, 1965), Table 4, p. 15.

so well developed that it was poised to become a new regional
market once controls were lifted. By 1948, production in Burma
and Thailand had returned to pre-war levels (see Table 2.11), and
both countries were pressing for an end to the international sys-
tem of allocation and a return to free markets. However, the govern-
ment agencies that dominated the rice trade during the period of
international controls did not relinquish their powers when these
controls were removed at the end of 1949, and in rice-deficit coun-
tries nationalist aspirations led to a continuation of pre-war efforts
to reduce dependence on foreign imports. The new administrations
felt that in order to be secure, countries should produce their own
basic food requirements, and saw the economic dominance of Chi-
nese and Indian merchants, and of others perceived as outsiders,
as inconsistent with nationalist plans to allow indigenous peoples
to assume a more prominent role in economic affairs. Thus rice
policies became a tool to achieve both economic and social change.

Whether nationalist leaders might have succumbed, as did their
colonial predecessors, to the temptation of importing cheap rice
instead of making heavy investments in infrastructure and stimu-
lating domestic rice production, must remain a moot question, for
the pre-war rice industry was never fully restored. The recovery in
Burma eventually faltered as a result of political unrest, and con-
flict in Cochinchina, which involved both nationalist hostility to
continued French rule and communist hostility toward capitalist
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production, prevented restoration of the pre-war industry there.
Moreover, rice became a source of much-needed foreign exchange
for the administrations that now controlled the export trade, and
rice sales continued to be governed by nationalist considerations.
Under these circumstances, rice-deficit countries had little option
but to promote domestic production, and the regional export economy
that operated before the war gave way to mutually exclusive state-
regulated economies which for social and political reasons under-
took the uneconomic task of supplying rice to deficit areas from
domestic sources.

Notes

A preliminary version of this paper was presented at the 13th Conference
of the International Association of Historians of Asia, held in Tokyo, Japan,
in September 1994, and I would like to thank the organizers of the con-
ference for their support. I received helpful comments on preliminary drafts
from Carl Trocki and Ben Batson.

1 Information on policies in the Netherlands Indies is taken from an
address by the Director of Economic Affairs to the Volksraad during
1934. The copy in my possession is a translation found in the Thai
Archives (Ministry of Foreign Affairs 67.10/43), and does not indi-
cate the date of the meeting. See also J. van Gelderen, The Recent
Development of Economic Foreign Policy in the Netherlands East Indies
(London: Longmans, Green and Co., 1939), pp. 27-9.

2 V.D. Wickizer and M.K. Bennett, The Rice Economy of Monsoon Asia
(Stanford: Food Research Institute, Stanford University, 1941), pp.
92-17.

3 Jerome B. Cohn, Japan’s Economy in War and Reconstruction

(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1949), pp. 367-9; B.F.

Johnston with Mosaburo Hosoda and Yoshio Kusumi, Japanese Food

Management in World War II (Stanford: Stanford University Press,

1953), pp. 138-9.

Crosby to Eden, 4 Feb. 1938, FO371/22211 (F2586/373/40).

Translation of a letter sent by Wanit Pananom [here rendered as V.

Panananda] to Commander K. Chudo, the Japanese Naval Attaché

in Bangkok, and to Lieutenant-Colonel Tamura, the Military Attaché,

February 1938, encl. in Crosby to Eden, 4 Feb. 1938, FO371/22211.

The British Legation reported rumours that Thailand’s Ministry of

Economic Affairs was considering a similar scheme.

6 Suehiro Akira, Capital Accumulation in Thailand, 1855-1985 (Tokyo:
The Center for East Asian Cultural Studies, 1989), pp. 124-5.

7 Crosby to Halifax, 1 Dec. 1938, FO371/23592, F251/251/40; see also
FO371/24735, inter alia F4671/222/23 and F5086/222/23.

wn A



30

10

11
13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

Rice Production in Mainland South-East Asia

In baht per picul, the price in Siam rose from 4.40 in 2482 [1939/40]
to 6.08 in 2483 [1940], and to 8.96 in 2484 [1941]. Statistical Year
Book, Thailand, No. 21, BE 2482 (1939-40) to 2487 (1944).

A.G. Baker, ‘The Siamese Rice Trade with Malaya’, 27 Aug. 1945,
C0852/568/1217.

Burma Department of Agriculture, Rice, Markets Section Survey
No. 9 (Rangoon: Supt Govt. Printing, Union of Burma, 1958. Re-
print of a 1936 publication).

Monteath to Leith-Ross, 15 Oct. 1940, FO371/24734 (F4751/103/23).
Ibid.

‘The Siamese Rice Trade with Malaya’, by A.G. Baker, 27 Aug. 1945,
C0852/568/12.

‘Recent Developments in Indo-China: 1939-1945’, by John R. Andrus
and Katrine R.C. Greene, published as a supplement to the 1944
reprint of Charles Robequain, The Economic Development of French
Indo-China, trans. Isabel A. Ward (London: Oxford University Press,
1944), pp. 367-9; Johnston et al., Japanese Food Management in World
War II, pp. 138-9; Admiral [J.] Decoux, A la barre de I'Indochine:
histoire de mon gouvernement général (1940-1945) (Paris: Librairie Plon,
1949), p. 430.

Economic Intelligence Section, HQ SACSEA, Trade and Industry:
Economic Intelligence (Far East), Conf. No. 134, BMA DEPT/18/7.
See also Summary of Economic Intelligence (Far East) No. 135, 24
Dec. 1945, W0203/2325. About half of the rice crop planted in the
Central Plain in 1945 was damaged.

A.G. Baker, ‘The Siamese Rice Trade with Malaya’, 27 Aug. 1945,
CO852/568/12.

‘Changes in Siamese Economy Arising from the War’, Annex to a
Memorandum by the Economic Advisory Branch, Foreign Office and
Ministry of Economic Warfare, War Cabinet Far Eastern Sub-
Committee, Secret, F.E.(E)(44)4, 21 Dec. 1944, FO371/41857.

For a brief account of the destruction of ships belonging to the
Irrawaddy Flotilla Company, see H.J. Chubb and C.L.D. Duckworth,
Irrawaddy Flotilla Company Limited 1865-1950 (Greenwich: Maritime
Monographs and Reports No. 10, National Maritime Museum, 1973),
pp- 75-6. Vessels were scuttled throughout the country, with large-
scale sinkings carried out at Mandalay (112 vessels) and Katha (96
big steamers together with a number of smaller craft).
Rice-Stringer (Min. of Food) to Jones-Parry, 29 Dec. 1944, MAF83/
2026; Secretary of State for Burma to Governor of Burma, 18 Feb.
1946, Governor of Burma to Sec. of State for Burma, 21 Feb. 1946
(195 Secret), and Governor of Burma to Sec. of State for Burma, 21
Feb. 1946 (199 Secret), CO537/1391.

Record of the Activities of the Rice Division, MAF75/72; Summary
of Economic Intelligence (Far East) No. 136, 7 Jan. 1946, WO203/
2325.

Wickizer and Bennett, The Rice Economy of Monsoon Asia, pp. 317,
321; Summary of Economic Intelligence (Far East) No. 142, 9 Mar.
1946, W0203/2325. For a different set of figures, see Report on the



22

23

24

25

26

28

29

Paul H. Kratoska 31

Marketing of Rice in India and Burma. Agricultural Marketing in India.
Marketing Series No. 27 (Simla: Govt of India Press, 1941), p. 127.
Summary of Economic Intelligence (Far East) No. 142, 9 Mar. 1946,
W0203/2325. The consumption figure was supplied by Burma’s Agri-
cultural Projects Board.

Economic Intelligence Section, HQ SACSEA, Trade and Industry:
Economic Intelligence (Far East), Conf. No. 134, BMA DEPT/18/7;
Pierre Brocheux, The Mekong Delta: Ecology, Economy, and Revolu-
tion, 1860-1960 (Madison: University of Wisconsin-Madison, Center
for South-East Asian Studies Monograph No. 12, 1995), p. 188.
Economic Intelligence Section, HQ SACSEA, Trade and Industry:
Economic Intelligence (Far East), Conf. No. 134, BMA DEPT/18/7.
On the famine in the north, see Nguyén Thé Anh, ‘Japanese Food
Policies and the 1945 Great Famine in Indochina’, and Motoo Furuta,
‘A Survey of Village Conditions during the 1945 Famine in Vietnam’,
in this volume, as well as Nguyén Thé Anh, ‘La famine de 1945 au
Nord - Viét-Nam’, The Vietnam Forum, 5 (Winter-Spring 1985): 81-
100, and Bui Minh Diing, ‘Japan’s Role in the Vietnamese Starvation
of 1944-45’, Modern Asian Studies, 29 (1995): 573-618.

Britain had direct control over rice matters until 1947, when the country
became independent. The rice industry was then placed under the
government’s Agricultural Projects Board, which asked Britain’s Ministry
of Food to handle rice exports on its behalf.

Binns to Glass, 21 Mar. 1950, FO371/84632 (FZ/307/8).

Minutes on the ‘Thai Rice Situation’, 31 Oct. 1945, FO371/46570.
Sanderson to Norman Young (Treasury), 27 Dec. 1945, FO371/53838;
Hutton (British Food Mission, Washington) to Minister of Food,
5 Oct. 1946, and Minister of Food to Hutton, 8 Oct. 1946, Burma
Economic 54/46, India Office Records, M/4/304; Thompson to FO,
19 May 1947, India Office Records, M/4/305.

Nicholas Tarling, ““An Attempt to Fly in the Face of the Ordinary
Laws of Supply and Demand”: The British and Siamese Rice 1945-7’,
Journal of the Siam Society, 75 (1987): 140-86; Paul H. Kratoska, ‘The
Post-1945 Food Shortage in British Malaya’, Journal of Southeast Asian
Studies, 19 (1988): 27-47.



3 Transportation and Rice
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RICE SHORTAGES IN WARTIME SOUTH-EAST ASIA

South-East Asia experienced grave rice shortages during the Sec-
ond World War as a result of increasing demand on the part of the
Japanese and maladministration of the wartime economy. Before
the war there were three big rice-surplus areas in the region; the
largest was Burma, which produced an average of 4.9 million tons
of white rice annually between 1936 and 1940' and exported 3 million
tons.? Then followed French Indochina, with production of about
6.5 million tons and exports 1.5 million tons.? The other rice-surplus
country was Thailand, which produced about 3 million tons and
exported half of this amount.* Thus these three areas accounted
for exports of approximately 6 million tons of rice annually in the
pre-war period.’ Part of this grain was sent to nearby rice-deficit
countries, such as the Philippines, British Malaya, the Straits Settle-
ments, British Borneo, and the Netherlands East Indies. Among
these territories, British Malaya had the largest deficit, and im-
ported about 700 000 tons annually during the 1930s.° After the
needs of these South-East Asian countries had been met, large rice-
surpluses remained which were exported to South Asia, East Asia
and Europe.

Rice shortages during the Japanese occupation were caused by a
combination of declines in production and the lack of a smooth
flow of rice. Production decreased in most occupied areas despite
enthusiastic campaigns to promote food cultivation. On this topic,
a number of detailed scholarly works have already been written,’
and most researchers, including myself, point to the following factors
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as reasons for the decline: (a) the loss of any incentive to grow
surplus rice arising from Japanese requisitioning of paddy; (b) short-
ages of labour and draught animals; (c) inadequate maintenance
of irrigation systems; (d) use of land for other urgently needed
crops, such as cotton and castor oil plants; and (e) unsuccessful
trials of new varieties of seeds. These points apply to many parts
of Japanese-occupied South-East Asia, although there were some
differences in their manifestation and intensity depending on con-
ditions in specific areas. It would be possible to develop the dis-
cussion of decreases in production further, but this article focuses
instead on the second cause of shortages, namely, poor circulation
of rice.

By ‘circulation’ I mean collection, processing, and distribution.
The Japanese military government tried to control all of these ac-
tivities by applying a system very similar to the one used in Japan,
as contained in the Rice Distribution Control Law of 1939.8 The
basic idea of this policy was that the government should determine
rice prices, and the amount of rice to be collected and allocated to
various sectors, and the price to be paid. In South-East Asia, the Japa-
nese introduced a system of ‘forced delivery’ under which peasants
were required to sell to the government a certain percentage of their
production at a very low official price. This arrangement created
tremendous strains in rural society, especially where rice-surpluses
were small and production mostly for personal consumption.’

The Japanese also introduced Japanese-style kumiai, officially
supported associations for each trade or professional group; any-
one who wanted to operate in a particular field was forced to join
the appropriate kumiai. In the rice industry, each professional group
— farmers, rice millers, wholesale rice traders, and retail rice traders
— organized a kumiai, and kumiai also were created in the areas of
transportation and port services.!”

Alongside their policy for controlling rice marketing, the Japa-
nese instituted ‘regional autarchy’, a catastrophic policy which pre-
scribed self-sufficiency for each area, and prohibited the movement
of commodities not only across national borders but also beyond
province and regency boundaries. This was a basic policy of the
Japanese military administration from the beginning,!! but was further
intensified in 1944. With regard to foodstuffs, each occupied area
was ordered to achieve complete self-sufficiency.!?

All these policies — the forced delivery of paddy, the kumiai-
based controlled economy, and regional autarchy — helped shape
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the wartime rice economy, and created turmoil in many parts of
the occupied zone. The strong controls, unknown in pre-war South-
East Asia and introduced by the Japanese in ignorance of traditional
marketing patterns, caused much inconvenience and inefficiency. It
is not clear to what extent the Japanese evaluated the suitability of
their policies for South-East Asian societies. Were they aware, for
example, that prior to the occupation, peasants routinely milled
rice at home using simple equipment, and sold it at nearby local
markets in relatively small amounts? This practice was banned by
the Japanese, and the prohibition disrupted the supply of rice to
local markets.

Adjustments were made to the policy only in Singapore. There a
Private Rice Importers Association was organized in 1944 and pri-
vate trade with Thailand was encouraged through the Overseas
Chinese connection.!

In addition to policies intentionally applied by the Japanese, many
other factors that were outside Japan’s original calculations ham-
pered the smooth flow of rice, and made the situation even worse.
First of all, the gap between official and black-market prices gave
rise to corruption and led to illegal seizures of rice stocks, and
deliberate hoarding for speculation.

Second, the shortage of labour was very serious all over South-
East Asia, largely because the Japanese required many labourers
to work on military-related construction projects. But labour shortages
were also caused by other factors: for example, Indians resident in
Burma, who made up a considerable part of rice industry labour
force, fled to India in large numbers at the time of the Japanese
invasion.

Third, in addition to the rice supplied through the Army, signifi-
cant quantities were purchased by agents of the Japanese Navy
directly from peasants in army-controlled areas. This grain was
shipped to navy areas, and a great deal was lost at sea owing to
Allied attacks. This was especially true of rice from Java, and as a
consequence agents had to purchase rice in Java over and over
again. Thus, the amount of rice actually taken away from the dom-
estic market was considerably larger than the figures recorded in
Japanese military documents.

Fourth, wartime destruction and chaos created many difficulties.
Because of inefficiency and poor handling, paddy stored in ware-
houses often went bad while awaiting shipment. This was partly
because milling capacity was insufficient to process the rice that
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was collected, owing to destruction of mills at the time of the in-
vasion and shortages of labour (especially in the case of Burma).!*

However, the major reason rice could not be supplied to deficit
areas was inadequate transport, caused by the destruction of mo-
tor vehicles and cargo vessels, a shortage of fuel, and other related
factors. For want of transport, surplus rice rotted in some areas,
while elsewhere people had insufficient rice for subsistence, and
had to seek substitutes. Thus, the primary problem was not how
much rice was available as a whole, but uneven regional supply
arising from defects in circulation.

This article deals with the effects of transport shortages during
the occupation on three areas: Burma, which had a large rice-sur-
plus; Java, which was self-sufficient; and Malaya, which was a rice-
deficit area. It is part of a broader project to examine the wartime
rice situation throughout South-East Asia, which can only be under-
stood on a regional basis because in mobilizing resources the Japanese
regarded the whole Greater East Asia Co-prosperity Sphere as a
single entity. Comparative analysis is also necessary because the
way rice policy was developed and executed differed from place to
place depending on local conditions, although the Japanese applied
the same basic set of principles throughout the occupied area.

RICE AND TRANSPORTATION IN BURMA
Internal Trade and the Decline of Rice Exports

On average between 1935/6 and 1939/40, Burma produced about
seven millions tons of paddy, equivalent to 4.9 million tons of milled
rice. During this period Burma was the largest rice exporter in the
world, with annual exports amounting to around three million tons
of milled rice, about 60 per cent of total local production.’® The
principal purchasers of Burmese rice are shown in Table 3.1, and
exports to destinations within South-East Asia are broken down in
Table 3.2.

The main rice-growing areas were in Lower Burma, Arakan and
Moulmein, and accounted for 80 per cent of Burma’s rice produc-
tion.'® The rice crop in Upper Burma was barely sufficient for lo-
cal consumption because rainfall was uncertain and there were
frequent droughts. Therefore Upper Burma had to import rice from
Lower Burma. (See Map 1.)
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Table 3.1 Average annual export of Burmese rice, 1931-40 (000 tons)

Destination Amount Percentage
India/Ceylon 1855 59.0
Europe 420 13.4
Southeast-Asia 310 9.9
China/Japan 182 5.9
Others 374 11.9
Total 3141

Source: Cheng, The Rice Industry of Burma, p. 201.

Table 3.2 Export of Burmese rice to South-East Asian countries, 1931-40

Destination Amount Percentage
(000 tons)

Malaya 210 67.7

Java and Sumatra 88 28.4

Philippines 2 0.6

Others 10 3.2

Total 310

Source: Cheng, The Rice Industry in Burma, p. 214.

Japan’s seizure of power in March 1942 brought a suspension of
rice exports to India and Ceylon and to Europe. However, the
demand from Japan and her occupied territories was large enough
to overcome the loss of these markets.

In September 1942 the 15th Army, which was in charge of mili-
tary administration in Burma, declared that Burma should be re-
garded as a main supplier of foodstuffs to the Japanese empire,
and that surplus rice should be treated to prevent it from deterio-
rating.!” According to a ‘Plan for the Exchange of Commodities in
Southern Occupied Areas’ approved on 15 May 1942 at Southern
General Army Headquarters, Burma was to export 60 000 tons to
the Philippines, 272 000 tons to Malaya and 286 000 tons to Japan
in 1942.18 However, soon after Japan’s defeat at the Battle of Mid-
way in the Pacific, export to Japan and to the Philippines became
very difficult. As for the quantities actually exported to those terri-
tories, data is incomplete and it is difficult to discover the overall
situation throughout the war period.! However, the main destina-
tion turned out to be only Malaya and Singapore, and even there
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rice imports fell off sharply during the war period. In 1945 the
trade between Burma and Japanese-occupied areas stopped entirely,?
probably because of Allied attacks from India and the Pasapara
rebellion staged by the Anti-Fascist People’s Freedom League
(AFPFL) against the Japanese in Burma itself. Reduced rice ex-
ports from Burma were responsible to a large extent for widespread
rice shortages in Malaya and Singapore.

Besides the drop in foreign exports, shipments to Upper Burma
from rice-producing areas in Lower Burma were also reduced,
and people in Upper Burma suffered from inflated rice prices
and uncertain distribution. The price of 100 baskets (one basket
contained approximately nine gallons) in Mandalay in 1943 was as
high as Rs. 800-1000, compared with just over Rs. 100 in pre-war
days.?!

Declines in both internal and external trade can be attributed to
many factors. In addition to the general points mentioned above,
there are several others peculiar to Burma. In this country the role
of Indians in the rice industry was very important. Indian immi-
grants worked as agricultural labourers and also in the rice mills
and ports. Especially prominent were those working at the mills;
as of February 1939, Indians made up 75.4 per cent of the rice-
mill labourers in the whole of Burma, the proportion was higher at
large rice mills near harbours and in big towns.?? Indians were also
an important source of capital. Chettiars, a caste of hereditary
moneylenders originating from Chettinad in South India near Madras,
provided funding for agricultural activities. In 1929-30, for example,
they loaned approximately Rs. 500 million to the agricultural in-
dustry, mostly in Lower Burma.? After the Japanese invasion, many
Indians fled back to India and their departure dealt a major blow
to the rice industry. With these features in mind, the analysis will
now turn to the shortage of transportation, which was the single
most important cause for reduced exports.

Domestic Rice Transport

By River

In Burma the principal means of internal transportation was by
water; the Irrawaddy and Chindwin rivers, and the Twante and Sittang
canals, were particularly important in this regard. Rice-threshing
floors were often set up on waterways, and paddy was usually carried
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to the collection points at the riverside by small paddy gigs called
‘tonkin’, with capacities of 500-2000 baskets.

At the time of the Japanese invasion, the British destroyed a
large number of vessels.” In particular, the British-owned Irrawaddy
Flotilla Company, which monopolized traffic on the Irrawaddy river,
scuttled the greater part of its fleet, and brought other vessels to
India when their staff evacuated. After the Japanese invasion, this
company was confiscated by Minami Kikan, the Japanese army’s
intelligence agency. Management was entrusted first to the Senda
Company, in July 1942, and then in September 1942 to Yamashita
Kisen.?

The Japanese tried to salvage the sunken vessels and by late
July 1943 had succeeded in recovering 77 boats with a total ca-
pacity of 25435 tons, and had restored 38 of them to service.?’
Nevertheless, British Intelligence reports indicated that fewer than
half of the 600 large boats operating before the war remained avail-
able to the Japanese.?”® To make the situation worse, storms in 1944
swept away about six to seven hundred of the small boats used to
carry rice, vessels with an average capacity of about 15 tons.?

Coastal Shipping

In addition to river transport, there was coastal shipping in the
southern part of the country, especially along the Malay peninsula.
In March 1942, the Nihon Yusen Co. took over Burma’s coastal
shipping,®® and in October 1942 began moving military goods be-
tween Rangoon and Moulmein using boats they had seized. Later
they acquired additional vessels both from Japan and from local
sources, and established routes from Rangoon to Moulmein, Tavoi,
Mergui, and the Andaman Islands.’!

However, the number of vessels was still insufficient, and in an
effort to deal with the shortage, the Japanese organized a Coop-
erative Association for Sailing Vessels (Hansen Kumiai) in 1943 at
Moulmein. The General Manager of the Rangoon Branch of Nihon
Yusen simultaneously served as the head of this Cooperative Asso-
ciation, which had about 200 sailing boats under its control.3? All
Burmese owners of sailing boats were ordered to join the associa-
tion, but many of them opposed the idea and hid their vessels so
that the Japanese could not use them.®

In addition to the shortage of vessels, a lack of harbour labour
caused by the departure of many Indian workers made it difficult



Aiko Kurasawa 39

to load cargo. Allied bombers also concentrated on shipping, and
the bombing intensified after the Japanese defeat at Imphal in May
1944. Sailing became extremely dangerous, and coastal shipping all
but ceased by the end of 1943.3

Construction of Wooden Boats

In an attempt to overcome the shortage of vessels, the Japanese
undertook construction of small-sized wooden boats throughout the
occupied areas in South-East Asia and also in Japan. In South-
East Asia plans called for the addition of one million tons of ship-
ping capacity within five years. Most of the boats built in South-East
Asia were of 150 tons burden and used locally-made 150-horse-
power engines.*

In Burma construction activities began in July 1942. Former saw-
mills and timberyards were converted into shipyards at Moulmein,
Rangoon, Andaman, Mergui, Bassein, Mandalay, Tounggou, and
Akyab.’ However, just eleven 150-ton vessels and two 300-ton vessels
were built, and the programme had little impact.*’

Roads and Railways

In addition to the decline in shipping, railway and road transport
in Burma deteriorated, and this also affected the movement of rice.
The total length of roads in 1938/9 was only 10 530 miles (17 000
kilometres). Most of the main roads were constructed alongside
the big rivers and did not extend inland.*®

More significant than roads for the transport of rice were the
railways. The total length of track in Burma was 2059 miles (about
3300 kilometres), and before the war, three million tons of rice
moved by rail each year.* The main rail line ran from north to
south, and was an important route for carrying rice from Lower to
Upper Burma. The railway was also used to transport rice from
certain areas in Lower Burma such as Prome to the harbour towns
for export; the Henzada-Bassein line was especially important in
this regard.®’ (See Maps 1 and 2.)

When war broke out, the British sent freight cars loaded with
commodities to the north, because the Japanese were approaching
from the south. After most of the rolling-stock had been moved
north, sappers destroyed important bridges to disrupt railway traf-
fic. Destruction of the Sittang Bridge stopped the movement of
trains between Moulmein and Pegu. Destruction of Myitmaka Bridge
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halted through rail traffic between Rangoon and the Henzada-
Bassein—Kyangin area. Destruction of the Myitnge Bridge separated
the Mandalay-Lashio line from the Rangoon-Tounggoo-Thazi sector.
Destruction of the Ava Bridge isolated the Ywataung—Myitkyina
line from the main system to the south.*! Destruction of the bridges
was not as complete as originally planned by the British, mainly
because the Japanese advance was so rapid,*> but the damage was
serious enough to cut the Burmese railway system into three parts:
the Prome-Rangoon-Pleik zone with a route mileage of 535, the
Myitnge-Mandalay-Lashio zone with a route mileage of 187, and
the Sagaing—Myitkyina Ywataung-Alon zone with a route mileage
of 453.% Thus the rail link between Upper Burma and Lower Burma
was severed, and most of the locomotives and rolling stock as well
as workshop machinery were confined to the region north of Ava
Bridge. Out of 232 locomotives, 126 remained available to the Japa-
nese, and most were in the northern area.*

The Japanese Army’s Fifth Railway Regiment and Fifth Special
Railway Corps assumed the management of the railway and in June
1943 set up a Railway Control Committee to repair the damaged
parts of the system.* British analysts estimated that restoration of
the Ava bridge would take at least two years,*® but the Japanese
poured tremendous energy into repairing the damage. Reports com-
piled by Japanese military authorities in Burma in September 1942
state that the Moulmein and Martaban lines were partly reopened
in May and the Rangoon-Mandalay line resumed operations in
August 1942.47 According to a British intelligence report in 1943,
‘The Japs appeared to have been successful in maintaining a rail-
way service despite demolition. So far as is known all lines are
running.”® However, some bridges such as that over the Sarwin
river were not repaired until August 1943.% Many of the restored
bridges were subsequently bombed, and the Japanese had to re-
pair them again.®® When the Allied Forces had gathered their strength
and were in a position to deal a serious blow to the Japanese, they
made the railways of Burma one of their chief targets.>!

In contrast with Java and Malaya, discussed below, the railway
system in Burma was put under direct control of the Japanese military
forces and not under the military administration, and Burma did
not receive experienced staff from the Japan National Railway
Company.*? According to British estimates, out of about 22 000 pre-
war railway employees, most of whom were Indians, about 7000
fled to India, and another 450 died in attempts to escape, leaving
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14 000 still in Burma. Some 10 000 of them were thought to have
been working for the Japanese.>

When Burma became independent in July 1943, management of
the railway system was transferred to the Burmese government.
However, priority was given to the transportation of military goods,
and very little capacity was spared for Burmese interests. U Hla
Pe has written of how crowded rail transportation was and how
difficult it was to travel by train. Burmese people had to wait any-
where from 12 to 48 hours to get a ticket, and trains were often
cancelled.>*

Another quite serious problem concerning rice transport by rail-
way was the shortage of gunny sacks, which Burma obtained from
India. For railway transportation rice had to be bagged, while for
river transportation this was not necessary.>> Gunny sacks for rice
came from India, and with the Japanese conquest supplies were
cut off. They were in short supply not only because there were no
fresh imports, but also because people cut up old sacks and used
them for clothing material.

Export of Burmese rice to Malaya by rail was attempted after
completion of the new railway between Burma and Thailand. In
southern Burma, the railway ran only as far as to Moulmein in
British days, and the Japanese wanted to extend this line and at
the same time to establish overland communication with Thailand.
The new railway was built between Nong Pla Duk, 79 km west of
Bangkok, and Thanbyusayet, 58 km south of Moulmein, a total
distance of 415 km. Ultimately, the Japanese envisioned connect-
ing all of the Greater East Asian Co-Prosperity Sphere by railway
(Daitoa Jukan Tetsudo), and the Burma-Thailand Railway was a
part of this plan.*®

Work began in June 1942 and was completed in October 1943.
Because the line had to be built in such a short time, some 300 000
local labourers from Thailand, Burma, Malaya and Java, as well
as about 60 000 Allied prisoners of war were recruited.’’ Locomo-
tives and rolling stock, as well as railway employees, came from
railway companies in Malaya and Java.® Rails were taken from
the Rangoon-Mandalay line (where there were multiple tracks),
the Rangoon— Taunggoo line, the east coast line in Malaya, and
the Semarang-Surakarta line in Java.*’

With the completion of the Burma—-Thailand Railway, Burma was
connected with Thailand and Cambodia through the existing rail-
way line between Bangkok and Phnom Penh.®® According to an
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Allied intelligence report, a train with a signboard saying ‘Moulmein—
Phnom Penh’ was observed.®! The line also connected Burma with
Malaya and Singapore through a junction at Nong Pla Duk with
the railway between Bangkok and Singapore (via Butterworth and
Kuala Lumpur). By means of the new railway link, locomotives
were provided to Burma from Malaya, Thailand and French
Indochina.®

RICE AND TRANSPORTATION IN JAVA
Java as a ‘Self-Sufficient’ Area

Java was barely self-sufficient in rice at the end of the Dutch period.
In 1939 the island produced about 8.4 million tons of paddy (equiva-
lent to about 4.5 million tons of milled rice),®® and exported a small
amount of good quality rice in exchange for cheaper rice brought
mainly from Burma and Indochina. However, ‘self-sufficiency’ in
Java did not necessarily mean that the island actually had ‘enough’
rice. Calculating from the amount consumed and the population in
Java, daily intake per capita in the pre-war period was approxi-
mately 230 grams.** This amount was below the optimum level,
and most of the poor population ate other, cheaper cereals in ad-
dition to rice.®

Even though there was no real surplus, the Japanese expected
Java to provide rice to neighbouring deficit areas such as Malaya
and Sumatra, and to areas of the former Dutch Indies occupied by
the Navy. For example, in the three months between July and Sep-
tember 1943, Java exported 5300 tons of rice to Malaya.% Another
source reported exports of 10 166 tons to neighbouring countries
under Japanese occupation in the five months between April and
August 1943.7 These exports were arranged under barter agree-
ments; for example, plans called for Java to send rice to Sumatra
each month exchange for 10 000 tons of coal, which was indispens-
able as fuel for the island’s railway network.®® There is no data to
show how much rice actually left Java during the occupation - ex-
ports in the latter phase were very limited because ships were in
short supply, and many were being used to transport Javanese
romusha (labourers) to neighbouring areas.
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Domestic Circulation

Paddy production under the Japanese Occupation decreased to a
very serious degree, and the 1944 crop was only 6 811 000 tons, 80
per cent of the average for 1937-41.% This quantity of paddy
(unmilled rice) is equivalent to approximately 3 677 940 tons of milled
rice, based on a 54 per cent extraction rate.”” According to Japa-
nese archival sources, the military government managed to acquire
759 000 tons in this year, out of which 166 500 tons were taken for
military use and 592 500 tons were distributed to the urban popu-
lation.”" On the basis of these figures, people in Java (both peasants
and urban population) theoretically had access to 3 511 440 tons
of rice (3677940 — 166 500) in 1944, about 700 000 tons less than
in 1939. That would mean that average consumption dropped to
192 grams a day.

However, the real situation seems to have been even worse than
the figures indicate. Malnutrition occurred not only because of the
absolute amount taken for Japanese military use, but also because of
uneven distribution, caused mainly by shortages of transportation at
various levels of rice circulation: from peasants to rice mills, from rice
mills to wholesale rice traders, from them to retail traders, and so on.

Internal trade of rice between the surplus and deficit residencies
was permitted only in accordance with the plans and orders of the
central agency, and direct exchange between residencies was pro-
hibited. This regulation made the shortage of transport even more
serious. Table 3.3 shows the amount of rice that the military govern-
ment planned to bring into and out of each residency in Java, and
the amounts actually brought in and out.

The table shows that the amounts actually transferred were only
about 30 per cent of the quantities originally intended. The gap
between planning and realization can be attributed in large part to
the shortage of formal, long-distance transportation. Had the ad-
ministration allowed the spontaneous and natural flow of rice from
surplus areas to nearby deficit areas, which could have been ac-
complished by traditional short-distance vehicles such as the oxcart,
the situation might have been slightly better. Central government
control caused tremendous inconvenience and inefficiency, and the
supply of rice was very uneven, but it was mainly transportation
that caused stagnation and uneven distribution in domestic circu-
lation of rice in Java. The following is an analysis of internal trans-
portation in Java under the Japanese occupation.
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Table 3.3 Exports and Imports of Rice among Residencies (April-
August 1943)

Surplus Residencies

Residency Export Allocation Amount Exported
(tons) (tons)
Jakarta 50 000 22 306
Cirebon 60 000 15519
Banyuman 30000 10 798
Pekalongan 20 000 6367
Pati 8 000 304
Kebu 15 000 3042
Yogyakarta 0 1560
Surakarta 5000 304
Madium 8 000 2493
Kediri 3000 1793
Malang 40 000 11131
Besuki 205 000 68 375
Total* 444 000 143 992
Deficit Residencies

Residency Import Amount

Allocation imported

(tons) (tons)

Banten 10 000 757
Bogor 40 000 10 105
Priangan 40 000 12 503
Semarang 8000 4311
Surabaya 22000 16 290
Bojonegoro 10 000 253
Madura 22000 5693
Total 152 000 49912
Notes:

* The original figure stated in the statistical compilation for the amount
exported was 138 378 tons, but this was an error and has been corrected.
In theory the difference between the allocations for export and import
was to provide supplies for non-domestic consumption.

Source: Jawa Sangyo Sokan, Pt. 1, pp. 49-50.
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Changes in Railway Transportation

In Java the railway was the most important means of internal trans-
port (see Map 4). Toward the end of the Dutch period, the rail
system carried 900 000 tons of rice annually, while only 300 000
tons went by road.”? For this reason the present essay will focus on
the railways, and to a lesser extent on coastal shipping, another
important form of transportation.

Java enjoyed a very good railway system before the war. There
were 23 railway companies, including one that was state-owned;
the Japanese incorporated all these companies into a single en-
tity.” Railway lines covered a total distance of about 5200 kilometres
of land area, with 642 stations and 343 stops.”* As of 1934 Java
had 5.6 km of railway for every 100 square kilometres, less than in
Europe but more or less the same as in Japan, which had 5.8 km
per 100 square kilometres, and much higher than in any other country
in Asia.” There were also about 10 000 km of railway siding.”®

To manage land transportation in Java, the Japanese set up the
Rikuyu Sokyoku (head office) in Bandung on 1 June 1942 as an
external bureau of the Gunseikanbu (Office of Military Adminis-
tration).”” According to a report by the Head of the Transporta-
tion Department of the Gunseikanbu, which was submitted to the
Gunseikan (the Military Superintendent), Japanese staff members
(a total of 220 persons) were mainly recruited from the Japanese
National Railway Company and Ministry of Transportation, while
Dutch and Indonesian staff (about 38 000 persons) came from the
various railway companies that had operated during the Dutch period.
Because the Japanese needed their expertise, many Dutch railway
employees were at first allowed to continue working, but on 1 October
1942, this group was finally placed in internment camps.”

Under Japanese rule, several important changes took place in
the transport system as a result of military operations, demands by
the Japanese military, and structural alterations to the economy.
The first change derived from demolitions at the time of the Japa-
nese invasion. Retreating Dutch forces destroyed a great deal of
vital infrastructure, including parts of the railway system, and the
first urgent task for the Rikuyu Sokyoku was to repair the railway
lines. The Dutch had concentrated on bridges, destroying 46 of
them. Great efforts went into repairing these installations, and by
the end of 1943 most were again in use.” Apart from bridges, the
Dutch partially destroyed railway lines to the harbours of Tanjung
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Map 4 Railways of Java, ca. 1937
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Priok in Jakarta, Tanjung Perak in Surabaya, and Cilacap, and caused
damage to Cilacap station and the railway workshops at Tegal. Some
locomotives were also destroyed.

Second, military demands for transportation received priority over
civilian needs. In order to provide more space for military use, the
number of passenger trains was reduced, and travel restrictions were
imposed on the population. Moreover, military men stationed at
each railway station often intervened in line management.®

Third, the kind of goods carried and the direction and distance
of transport also changed. In the Dutch period, the main items of
freight were export crops, especially sugar, but during the occupa-
tion the volume of foodstuffs such as rice, tapioca and maize (corn)
increased. By 1943 the amount of rice transported by rail exceeded
the amount of sugar (see Table 3.4).

Under the Dutch, many commodities generally moved from in-
land estate areas to the north coast, with more than half of the
total volume of exports passing through the ports in East Java;
Surabaya’s Tanjung Perak Harbour alone had handled about one-
third of the total volume.?! Under Japanese rule, foreign trade was
suspended and the shipment of commodities from north coast
harbours was greatly reduced. Moreover, after the war turned against
Japan, harbours other than Tanjung Priok in Jakarta could not be
used for security reasons.®” Thus the movement of commodities
changed: the need was to move foodstuffs from agricultural areas
in East Java to consumption centres in West Java. Thus the flow
was in one direction, and there were few commodities loaded from
West to East. This disturbed the allocation of railway rolling-stock.

The fourth change under the Japanese arose from a severe shortage
of fuel. In the Dutch period, the main railway lines used coal im-
ported from Sumatra and Kalimantan; trains burned wood on mi-
nor lines. In 1941 Java imported 63 200 tons of coal, and 37 800
tons of this total was for railway fuel. In the same year 824 500
tons of wood were used as railway fuel.3® Following the outbreak
of war, Java could no longer get adequate supplies of coal because
of shipping shortages. To acquire coal locally, mines were devel-
oped in Bayah, in Banten, and a new railway line was built to trans-
port coal from this site, which was in a very remote area.3* However,
production from the Bayah mine was not satisfactory, and wood
had to be used as fuel to an ever-greater extent. Ironically, 500
railroad cars had to be allocated daily to carry wood to be used as
fuel, reducing the space available for rice and other commodities.®
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Table 3.4 Rice and sugar transported by rail (tons)

Rice Sugar

1942

November 49 969 41060
December 57051 24 379
1943

January 59122 24 466
February 48 860 19 443
March 56 343 22441
April 50520 24215
May 63 845 29715
June 68 777 70763
July 68 892 85100
August 67419 84 472
September 57096 61118
October 45014 35785
Total 692 908 522957

Source: Marei Gunseikanbu Chosabu, ‘Jawa ni okeru Kamotsu Yusono
Genkyo’ (June 1944), p. 33.

Fifth, there were two sizes of railway gauge in Java, and the
Japanese planned to unify them into a narrow gauge of 1.067 metres,
the standard used by railways in Japan.’ The wide gauge track
between Semarang and Surakarta was dismantled, and the materials
were sent to Thailand to construct the new Burma-Thailand Rail-
way.?” However, a proposed narrow-gauge railway to replace the
dismantled line was not constructed, and this aggravated the short-
age of transportation.

Sixth, Java experienced shortages of locomotives and wagons.
According to Dutch statistics, there were 1202 locomotives in 1939,
and the number was just 295 in 1947; the number of wagons de-
clined from 25 332 to 10 422 during the same period.®

As a result of these factors, the capacity of the railway network
was greatly reduced. Though rice was given high priority, the amount
actually carried fell from about 900 000 tons in 1940 to 612 439
tons between April 1943 to March 1944, and 466 937 tons in the
same period of the following year.®
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Coastal Shipping and Wooden Boats

To make up for the shortage of railway transportation the Japa-
nese tried to upgrade coastal shipping. Out of 134 large ships used
by the KPM (Koninklijke Paketvaart Mij) for inter-island trans-
portation, 77 had been destroyed during military operations, and
floating drydocks in Surabaya and in Jakarta had been sunk. Neither
drydock was salvaged until after the war.”

Under the auspices of the Bureau of Maritime Affairs in the
Gunseikanbu, a Java Sailing Vessels Cooperative Association (Djawa
Hansen Kumiai) was set up to control all small junks and sailing
boats. These vessels mostly operated along the north coast of Java.”!

In addition the Japanese built small wooden boats under the Ship-
building Bureau (Zosenkyoku) of the Gunseikanbu. Shipyards op-
erated in Jakarta, Tegal, Semarang, Surabaya and Cilacap, and experts
were sent from Japan to handle construction activities. In ship-
yards under the jurisdiction of Semarang, which was the largest
operation, there were 215 Japanese and 44 455 Indonesians engaged
in this project.”> The target was to build 700 boats of 150 tons
annually, but actual production was just 234 vessels in 1943 and
249 in 1944. Hot bulb engines (in which the cylinder heads were
heated to high temperatures to ignite the fuel) and diesel engines
were produced locally. Iron for the purpose was taken from sugar
factories. Shipbuilding consumed a great deal of teakwood, and
the demand was so urgent that builders made use of timber which
had not been seasoned. As a result, gaps appeared in the hulls of
many vessels after launching. Only about 10 per cent of the boats
constructed could actually be used.”

In summary, transport policy during the Japanese occupation was
characterized by ambitious reforms and construction activity; the
process consumed large quantities of materials, manpower and funds,
but produced few results. Transport capacity remained inadequate
to move sufficient rice to satisfy the demand within Java.

MALAYA
The Japanese Occupation and the Decline of Rice Imports

In contrast with Burma and Java, British Malaya (consisting of the
Straits Settlements, four Federated Malay States and five unfederated
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Table 3.5 Import of rice to Malaya in 1938

Country of Amount Percentage
Origin (tons)

Thailand 471 989 61.5
Burma 271705 34.1
French Indochina 19 954 2.6
Others 13 814 1.8
Total 777 462 100.0

Source: Japanese Foreign Ministry, ed. Eiryo Maraya Jijo [Situation of British
Malaya], p. 48.

Malay states) was a notorious rice-deficit area. Domestic produc-
tion in 1939/40 amounted to 325 138 tons of milled rice, which was
just 35 per cent of consumption.”* Production was low, largely be-
cause the peasants could earn more by growing rubber and buying
inexpensive rice from Burma and Thailand. The principal rice-
cultivating areas were the three states in north, namely Kelantan,
Kedah, and Perak,” and rice was grown only during the rainy sea-
son between September and January.

Malaya imported rice to meet local demand. In 1938, 777 462
tons of rice were brought in from neighbouring countries, as shown
in Table 3.5.

Imports of Thai rice exceeded those of Burmese rice because
the main consumers of imported rice in Malaya, the Chinese popu-
lation, preferred Thai qualities to those from Burma.’

After the Japanese occupation began, imports from neighbouring
countries declined (see Table 3.6 and 3.7.) Table 3.6, which is based
on official statistics prepared by the Malay Gunseikanbu (Office
of Military Administration), indicates that imports fell to 374 715
tons in 1942, 48 per cent of the 1938 level, to 228 777 tons in 1943
(29 per cent of the 1938 level), and to 94 102 tons in 1944 (just 12
per cent of the 1938 level).

Importation of Burmese Rice

It is apparent from Tables 3.6 and 3.7 that the decline of imports
of rice from Burma was particularly striking in the latter part of
1943. Prior to the war, rice from Burma was shipped to Malaya by
steamer, mainly from Rangoon. The fall in exports under the Japanese
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Table 3.6 Imports of rice to Malaya and Singapore (tons)

Total 1942 1943 1944 1945
(to July)

Burma 220022 55877 5687 —

281586

Thailand* 134 262 149 753 55430 12 280

351 728**

Indochina 3537 18 061 32985 —_

21 935**

Java 16 894 5086 — —

21 980**

Total 374 670** 228 777 94 102 12 280

709 832

Notes:

* Excludes rice transported by junk from Ban Pak Phanang to Trengganu.
** These totals are inaccurate but are reproduced as they appear in the
original documents.

Source: Statistics prepared by the Marei Gunseikanbu, quoted in Marai
wo Kataru Kai (ed.), Marai no Kaiso (Tokyo, 1976), p. 113.

was partly a consequence of deteriorating communications by
sea. According to data collected by the Malay Office of Military
Administration, transport by steamers remained possible until
October 1943 (see Table 3.7), but after that ceased entirely owing
to Allied bombing raids and submarine attacks.

In the latter part of the occupation, the only coastal transport
was by sailing vessels and small wooden boats. In Burma small boats
collected rice from producing centres to be carried to Moulmein
and then to Mergui, a port town at the northern end of the Malay
Peninsula. From there it was shipped to Malaya, for the most part
in vessels sent from Malaya. Prai, across from Penang Island, was
a primary destination,”” but shipments also went to lesser ports such
as Telok Anson. Under Japanese rule, sea communication in Ma-
layan waters was entrusted to a Japanese company, the Southern
Regions Shipping Company (Nanpo Unko Kaisha), which was cre-
ated in March 1943 by amalgamating three existing Japanese firms,
namely, the Nihon Yusen Company, Osaka Shosen Company and
Tokyo Kisen Company.*”® In addition, the Mitsui Bussan Company
and Nichimen Jitsugyo Company were authorized to operate junks,
and the Kanematsu Shoji Company to operate sailing vessels.”
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Some 1200 vessels were sunk in Malaya and Sumatra during the
first months of the war.!® To bring as many of the surviving pri-
vate vessels as possible under their control, the Japanese set up a
Shipping Cooperative Association of Singapore (Shonan Senpaku
Kumiai) in May 1942. By October this kumiai had registered sev-
eral hundred vessels - including those owned by private firms and
individuals.!%!

The Japanese also made strenuous efforts to increase tonnage by
salvaging sunken vessels and constructing new ones. The Shonan
Times of 27 November 1942 reported the launching of the first
steamship built in Singapore,'” but as in Java, there was greater
emphasis on wooden boats. The Japanese claimed to have more than
ten sites engaged in shipbuilding in Malaya, and diesel engines of
150-200 HP were constructed at Butterworth.!® In spite of all these
efforts, shipping capacity remained far below pre-war levels.

After completion of the Burma-Thailand Railway, some Burmese
rice was imported by this route. For example, records indicate that
1816 tons of rice entered Malaya by rail in February 1944.1% How-
ever, as mentioned above, imports of Burmese rice came to an
end early in 1945 because of the anti-Japanese rebellion staged by
the AFPFL, while the British re-occupation of Burma a few months
later foreclosed the possibility of further imports.

Imports of Thai Rice

The loss of imports from Burma made Malaya more dependent on
Thailand, but imports from this source were also declining. During
the war, rice exports from Thailand to all destinations declined;
the yearly average amount of exported rice between 1940-4 was
only 52 per cent of the average for 1935-9.

Table 3.8 indicates that Malaya’s imports from Thailand fell in
1942 to just 23 per cent of the level 1941. The figure rose to nearly-
three-quarters of the pre-war level in 1943, but slipped to 67 per
cent in 1944 and to 54 per cent in 1945.1%

For Malaya, the loss of imports of Thai rice was very serious,
but not as striking as the fall in imports from Burma, perhaps be-
cause both sea and land transportation could be used to import
Thai rice. It was also possible to make use of Thai boats. Early in
the occupation import by sea was almost double of import by land,
but as the shortage of vessels got more serious, imports sent by
land increased and finally exceeded those by sea.'%
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Table 3.8 Export of rice from Thailand to Malaya/Singapore (000 tons)

Year Amount Index
Imported Number
1941 265 100
1942 61 23
1943 195 74
1944 178 67
1945 142 54

Source: Extracted from Table 2.5 in Kratoska, “The Impact of the Second
World War on Commercial Rice Production in Mainland Southeast Asia’.

The Railway Network

Malaya and Singapore had been connected with Thailand by rail
since 1918. There were two main railway lines, one running along
the west coast, the other serving the east coast. Both lines shared
the same track from Singapore to Gemas; from there a west coast
branch ran through Kuala Lumpur, Ipoh, Taiping, Butterworth, and
Alor Star, and an east coast line passed through Kuala Lipis, Kuala
Krai, and Kota Baru. The two lines met again at Hat Yai, a Thai
town 45 km. north of the border. The total length of the railway
between Singapore and Bangkok via the west coast line was
2650 km.!%’

During the retreat, the British destroyed many bridges which the
Japanese had to reconstruct. They rebuilt all the bridges on the
west coast line, but on the east coast line, only those located south
of Kuala Lipis were repaired. North of Kuala Lipis the east coast
line was dismantled, and the materials were used in constructing
the Burma-Thailand Railway and a new railway linking the Bay of
Bengal with the Gulf of Thailand across the Isthmus of Kra.!®

During the Japanese Occupation, the Malayan railway system was
not run by the Army, as in Burma, but was operated directly by
the military administration through a Malay Railway General Of-
fice set up in November 1943 (this agency was first called the Marei
Tetsudo Sekyoku, but after Malay was separated from Sumatra in
April 1943 was renamed the Marei Tetsudokyoku). The Office of
Military Administration (Gunseikanbu) moved several times, but
the Central Railway Office always remained in Kuala Lumpur,
with a Liaison Office attached to the Gunseikanbu.!® To increase
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capacity and improve efficiency, a Railway Training School was set
up in September 1943 at Kuala Lumpur, and railway employees
underwent reeducation.!?

The Road Network

Malaya is also linked with Thailand by road. In 1923 a causeway
was constructed between Singapore and Johor, and this completed
direct road links from Singapore through Malaya to Thailand. In
1938 the total length of paved road in British Malaya was 13 760
kilometres, and the Malayan road system was one of the best in
the colonial territories.!'! To take the place of the railway that was
dismantled, the Japanese constructed a new road along the east
coast of the peninsula, a project completed in October 1943.112

Although Malaya’s land communication network was well devel-
oped, there was a shortage of vehicles and fuels after the Japanese
seized power. The Japanese confiscated many vehicles, and con-
trolled all that remained in private hands by ordering re-registra-
tion in August 1943. The management of road transportation was
entrusted to the Tokyo Kyuko Dentetsu Co. To increase transpor-
tation capacity, the Special Transport Unit (Tokubetsu Yusotai), a
semi-military organization (later called Giyu Jidoshatai) was cre-
ated.! In March 1944, a Taiwanese was assigned to set up a com-
pany called the Shofuku Unyu Kaisha exclusively to transport
foodstuffs.!!*

Rice Smuggling

The rice trade between Thailand and Malaya became the monopoly
of a big Japanese trading company, Mitsubishi Shoji Kaisha, and local
traders were not allowed to take part.!’> The elimination of private
trade disturbed the smooth flow of rice, although individual mer-
chants continued to operate a small-scale clandestine junk trade
between Ban Pak Phanang in Southern Thailand and Trengganu.!'s
Much of the food needed by Singapore was reported to have come
also from Java and Sumatra using small vessels.!'” There was also an
extensive illegal trade between Singapore and Palembang, and rice
smuggled out of Java was purchased in Palembang by Singapore
merchants.!® For this small-scale trade, wooden vessels weighing be-
tween 30 and 50 tons were used, and by late 1942 there were some
2500-3000 of these vessels in Shonan, twice the number of 1941.1%°
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Rice purchased by small traders was not included in government
statistics, although officials of the Malay Gunseikanbu were aware
of the importance of this trade, and tried to learn how extensive it
was by carrying out a survey in 1943.'® In mid-1944 the Japanese
authorized the private import of rice into Singapore, and for this
purpose a Private Rice Importers Association was set up. Thus in
Singapore there was a category of privately imported rice in addi-
tion to the grain which was officially regulated.'?!

A Japanese civilian who was in charge of a shipyard in Kuantan
has written in his memoirs that to acquire labourers he had to
provide rice in addition to a salary, and he went illegally to Thai-
land to buy grain. He purchased parboiled rice because Thai govern-
ment prohibited free trade in milled white rice, and had to pay in
gold that he purchased for huge sums paid in military notes be-
cause Thai merchants were reluctant to accept Japanese military
notes.'?? Even for official purchases of rice the Thai government
refused to accept military notes and demanded payment in Japa-
nese Yen.'?

Most of the merchants involved in the unofficial trade in rice
were Chinese, and Teochieu rice traders in Singapore and Penang
played a particularly important role in shipping Thai rice to Ma-
laya.'?* However, further detailed research on the non-official or
illegal flow of commodities is needed to understand the economic
situation during the Japanese occupation.

Rice Supplies in Malaya

By the end of the war, supplies of rice in Malaya had fallen to just
17 per cent of the levels in the early days of the Japanese occupa-
tion. Table 3.9 indicates the amount of rice available in the earlier
stage (between October 1942-March 1943) and the later stage
(October 1944-March 1945) of the occupation in various states.

The scarcity of rice caused sharp rises in black-market prices.
For example, in Ipoh the price of Thai rice in August 1945 was
1250 times higher than in December 1941, as is shown in Table
3.10.

According to another source, the black-market price of rice in
Singapore, which was $5 per picul in December 1941, had risen to
$200 in March 1944 and to $5000 in June 1945.!% Such extreme
inflation shows how scarce food had become.
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Table 3.9 Supply of rice in Malaya (tons)

State (A) (B) (B) as a
Quantity Quantity Quantity percentage
available available Imported of (A)

Oct. 1942- Oct. 1944—  Oct. 1944-
Mar. 1943 Mar. 1945 Mar. 1945

Singapore 21500 5250 5250 24
Johor 10 500 1320 1320 13
Malacca 4 800 470 425 10
Negri Sembilan 4 000 540 520 14
Selangor 13 500 2130 1985 16
Perak 10 800 1280 — 12
Penang 5 800 1090 500 19
Pahang 1800 220 35 12
Trengganu* 2000

Total 73 700 12 700** 10 035 17
Note:

* Trengganu, along with Kedah, Kelantan and Perlis, was transferred to
Thailand in 1943.
** According to the writer’s calculation, this figure should be 12,300.

Source: Marai no Kaiso, p. 114.

Table 3.10 Black-market price of Thai rice at Ipoh

Date Price per Index
Kati Number
Dec. 1941 $6 100
Dec. 1942 $50 830
Dec. 1943 $250 4167
Dec. 1944 $820 13 667
July 1945 $3600 60 000
Aug. 1945 $7500 125 000

Source: Chin Kee Onn, Malaya Upside Down, Appendix C.

The Japanese military administration imposed a strict system of
collecting and rationing rice. The rationing of rice to city dwellers
started in 1942, following the formation of a Security Association
(Jikeidan), which carried out a scheme of family checking and cen-
sus-taking.!'”® Each head of household had to register in order to
get a ration card. Outside the cities and towns, people registered
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through penghulu (mukim or sub-district headmen) and received
rations at the mukim level.'?’

During the last stage of the Japanese Occupation, the basic stan-
dard ration in large cities was six katis (3.6 kg) per month for an
adult male, four katis (2.4 kg) for an adult female and three katis
(1.8 kg) for a child. In medium-sized cities it was three katis (1.8 kg)
for male adult, two katis (1.2 kg) for adult females and one kati
(0.6 kg) for children. There was no distribution in agricultural areas.!?

CONCLUSION

This chapter has examined three areas in South-East Asia under
Japanese rule: Burma as a rice-surplus country, Java as a self-sufficient
territory, and Malaya as a rice-deficit area. Each place experienced
shortages of rice to a different extent, caused by a combination of
factors including reduced production and supply, increased demand
by the Japanese military, inadequate distribution systems, corrup-
tion, and black-marketeering. Decreased supplies and ineffective
marketing policies affected distribution at the consumer level.
Rationing was introduced in deficit areas, but because the supply
was not constant consumers did not have enough to eat, and living
conditions became so bad in Java that peasant uprisings took place
there.

One of the major causes of the food shortage was a lack of trans-
port, and this chapter has examined the supply and marketing of
rice mainly in the light of this problem. In all three areas, the Japa-
nese controlled transport as a way of regulating the economy and
ensuring that military requirements were met. However, transport
facilities were inadequate for a number of reasons, among them
the destruction of equipment by the Allied Forces, a lack of skilled
manpower and shortages of fuel. As B.F. Johnson has noted, at
the outset of the Pacific war the Japanese government held an unduly
optimistic view of the shipping position, and failed to anticipate
the severity of Allied attacks.'?

In Lower Burma, export-oriented rice cultivation with an ‘indus-
trial’ character suffered a serious decline in productive capacity.
The loss of capital which had previously been provided by Chettiar
moneylenders, and a reduction of the number of labourers in the
rice fields, had a deleterious affect on the rice industry as did the
destruction of rice mills and other facilities. In addition to these
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factors, the transport system and infrastructure were damaged in
the course of military operations. The destruction of steamboats
used for river transportation and damage to the railway system greatly
reduced the country’s capacity to export rice, and disturbed the
smooth flow of rice to Upper Burma. Thus, although there were
large surpluses in Lower Burma, people in Upper Burma experi-
enced rice shortages.

In Java the relatively good railway system inherited from the Dutch
did not work efficiently under Japanese rule. It had been geared to
a colonial economic structure where priority was given to export
of tropical agricultural crops, and did not fit the Japanese wartime
economy where priority had to be given to the internal movement
of rice. The transport of rice within the island was not smooth and
there was very uneven supply depending on the district.

Malaya also suffered from inadequate transport and the destruc-
tion of railway bridges. The reduction and finally the suspension of
rice imports from Burma owing to a shortage of vessels threatened
people’s well-being. Under these circumstances, the railway con-
nection between Singapore and Bangkok was of vital importance,
but the Japanese dismantled the east coast line to provide materi-
als for the Burma-Thailand Railway. In 1945 the total amount of
rice supplied to Malaya was only 17 per cent of the pre-war level,
and malnutrition had become a serious problem.

Because of the uneven distribution of rice, there were rice sur-
pluses in certain rice-growing areas such as Lower Burma, Thai-
land, Cochinchina, while elsewhere there was hunger and even
starvation. Ironically enough, seen from the perspective of the rice
industry, it was Burma, the country with the highest export capacity
in pre-war days, that was most seriously affected. When the war
was over, Burma had little capacity to provide rice to neighbour-
ing countries, and even lacked sufficient grain to supply non-rice-
growing provinces within Burma. Thailand played a vital role in
rehabilitating the food situation in South-East Asia, and this strength-
ened Thailand’s bargaining power in international politics.
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1 See Paul H. Kratoska, “The Impact of the Second World War on
Commercial Rice Production in Mainland South-East Asia’, in this
volume.
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4 Food Production and
Food Distribution
Programmes in the
Philippines during the
Japanese Occupation

Ricardo Trota Jose

One of the enduring impressions of the Japanese Occupation of
the Philippines, particularly in Manila and other cities, is the shortage
of food. Rice and other basic foodstuffs became increasingly diffi-
cult to find, and when food was available it was often at prices that
ordinary people could not afford. This chapter examines various
production and distribution plans evolved during the Japanese oc-
cupation, and discusses the reasons for their lack of success.

CONDITIONS AND PLANS BEFORE THE WAR

Prior to the Second World War, the Philippines was not self-suffi-
cient in many types of food, including rice, the staple food of most
of the population. The Philippines had to import rice from its South-
East Asian neighbours, and also imported large amounts of canned
foods, meats, dairy products, wheat and bread.! There were sev-
eral reasons for this state of affairs, notably antiquated methods of
farming; shortage of fertilizers and irrigation systems; a feudal land-
lord-tenant system wherein farmers were kept in debt and not
encouraged to produce more; a national economy which promoted
the planting of export crops like sugar over staple foods like rice;
an increasing population - especially in the cities where little food
was produced; and a distribution system largely controlled by the
Chinese and a few others. Yields per hectare were low, averaging
only 26 cavans (1456 kilograms; one cavan = 56 kg) of paddy (in
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Pilipino, palay) per hectare (see Table 4.7 and Map 5).2

In 1935, with the inauguration of a semi-autonomous Common-
wealth government under President Manuel L. Quezon, the Phil-
ippines had entered a preparatory period which was to culminate
in independence in 1946. Faced with a severe rice crisis caused by
a small crop in 1935 and actions taken by shrewd merchants to
corner the rice market, the Commonwealth established a National
Rice and Corn Corporation (Naric) to stabilize prices and ensure
the supply of these basic staple foods. Naric aimed to nationalize
the rice industry and set prices at levels that would be beneficial to
farmers and affordable to consumers. To accomplish this objective,
Naric imported rice if local supplies fell short, and built a stock-
pile which could be distributed to areas where prices were high,
thus causing prices to go down (see Table 4.1).> The government
also sought to increase food production by building more irriga-
tion systems, and by urging farmers to adopt more modern and
scientific planting methods. In addition President Quezon planned
a series of social justice programmes, among them one which en-
visioned purchasing agricultural estates from the church and redis-
tributing the land to farmer-tenants.* These plans were well-meant,
but they moved slowly, and by the time the Second World War
began in Europe, conditions had hardly changed.

With the outbreak of war in Europe, a potential crisis situation
in food developed. Merchant ships were diverted to the war front,
and prices began rising. To deal with the situation, Quezon sought,
and was granted, emergency powers which, among other things,
allowed him to order the planting of idle lands with food crops,
and to mobilize civilians to produce food. Quezon also created an
Emergency Control Board in October 1939 to set up a schedule of
maximum prices, and in April 1941, he created the Civilian Emer-
gency Administration (CEA) to deal with disturbed conditions and
to safeguard the people from the ravages of war, should hostilities
reach the Philippines.’

The CEA had a Food Administration office which tried to build
up stocks of rice and other food commodities. Although the or-
ganization devised many plans, it met with limited success: there
were few ships to bring rice to the Philippines, and the price of
rice elsewhere in South-East Asia was so high that enterprising
businessmen in the Philippines realized windfall profits by export-
ing much-needed rice to other countries. Quezon responded by
banning the export of rice and other foodstuffs from the Philip-



Ricardo Trota Jose 69

Table 4.1 Philippine rice imports, 1937-49

Metric Cavans
tons
1937 72 000 1286 000
1939 84 000 1493 000
1940 38 000 683 000
1941 15 000 268 000
1942 75 000 1339000 (planned by the Japanese)
34000 620 000 (actual imports till September)
1943 80 000 1429 000 (planned)*
1944 ? ?
1945 ? ?
1946 149 000 2661 000
1947 125 000 2232000
1948 120 000 2143 000
1949 145 000 2589 000

* No figures for the total amount of imported rice for 1943 are available.
However, 18 000 tons arrived between September and November 1943.

Sources: Yearbook of Philippine Statistics, 1940; Hartendorp, History of In-
dustry and Trade; Yamagoshi, Gunseika ni okeru Hit6 Sangyd no Suii;
Hitd Gunseikanbu Sangyobu, Sangyé Kankei Yoko Soran.

Note: Figures for the occupation period for this and the following tables
are given only as guides. The degree of accuracy of some of data can vary
widely, due to the unsettled conditions, or for propaganda purposes.

pines. The CEA also launched a food production campaign, and
urged people to plant ‘Victory Gardens’ on idle lands.® The threat
of war, however, was not taken seriously by most people, who felt
the Japanese would not dare to attack the US or its territories.
Food production and stockpiling thus proceeded at a leisurely,
peacetime pace.’

OUTBREAK OF WAR AND THE BEGINNING OF THE
OCCUPATION

When the war broke out in December 1941, most food programmes
had barely gotten underway, and price control measures existed
only on paper. Prices soared, shops closed and conditions became
chaotic as Japanese forces advanced. Filipinos left the towns and
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cities, which had become targets for Japanese aircraft, and farmers
escaped to the relative safety of the mountains, leaving behind what
had optimistically been described as one of the best rice crops on
record. The Commonwealth’s plans to meet the emergency proved
of limited use, for events moved too rapidly for them to cope. Last-
minute efforts to create emergency gardens came too late, although
even in the midst of air raids, labourers in Manila and other cities
worked to prepare idle lands for planting. Making matters worse,
the war had broken out during the main harvest period. Manila
was declared an open city by the US military commander, and military
supplies which could not be moved were given to civilians. This in
turn led to a rash of looting.®

Japanese forces entered Manila on 2 January 1942 and estab-
lished the Japanese Military Administration (JMA). A Philippine
Executive Commission composed of pre-war Filipino political leaders
and bureaucrats helped the JMA enforce its policies.

The occupying forces faced the immediate task of restoring or-
der and ensuring stable food distribution. Rice stores had been
closed for several days and residents of Manila were beginning to
run short of food. Throngs of hungry people gathered around the
Naric warehouses demanding rice, and immediate action was needed
to forestall food riots.” Acting in conjunction with Naric, the Japa-
nese army quickly reopened rice stores in Manila, and sold rice at
a rate of 1.2 kg per person per day, at a fixed price of P0.15. This
marked the beginning of a rationing system, and when new resi-
dence certificates were issued people had to produce these docu-
ments to purchase rice. There were few markets, and long queues
of people had to wait for as much as half a day to get their share.
Another bottleneck was the issuance of the new residence certifi-
cates, which was initially limited to one office run by the Japanese
military.!

After a few weeks, rice sales more or less stabilized as order was
restored. The Japanese urged vendors to resume selling in the
markets, and attempted to shift ownership of stalls from Chinese
to Filipinos. The rice sold at this stage had been stockpiled in Manila
prior to the war, but once that grain was used up, there would be
no more local supplies because farmers had abandoned their standing
crops at the time of the Japanese invasion. In January 1942, the
rice was beginning to spoil in the fields,!! but American and Fili-
pino forces were still resisting in Bataan and Corregidor, and con-
ditions remained unstable in the rice producing provinces. The
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Japanese required people to hold special permits to go to Central
Luzon to harvest the crops, and farmers and landholders needed
military protection because peace and order had not yet been re-
stored. Transportation and fuel were extremely scarce because ve-
hicles and gasoline had been commandeered by both US-Philippine
and Japanese forces, and gunny sacks were also in short supply.
The buying price of rice was set at P2.50 for all varieties of rice,
slightly higher than before the war, but producers were required
to sell their stocks exclusively to Naric. After many difficulties, most
of the crop was eventually harvested and stockpiled. However, even
this new grain did not obviate the problem of a potential rice
shortage.!?

In an attempt to reduce dependence on rice and stretch the avail-
able supply, Naric’s head, Victor Buencamino, appealed to the public
to eat bread, and asked bakeries to increase their output. This was
only a temporary measure, however, because the flour and baking
soda needed to bake bread were imported and supplies could not
be replenished.?

THE JAPANESE REGIME
Establishing a Controlled Economy: Initial Phase

Japanese plans for the areas they occupied gave top priority to
acquiring strategic materials for the war effort, and to achieving
self-sufficiency for the occupying forces. ‘Economic hardships im-
posed upon the native livelihood as a result of the acquisition of
resources vital to the national defense and for the self-sufficiency
of occupation troops must be endured’, read the policy outline.
Thus, rice harvested and available in the Philippines would have
to feed, first, the Japanese occupation forces, and secondly, the
Filipinos.'

The Japanese recognized that rice stocks were insufficient to feed
both the civilian population and the Japanese army, and that pro-
duction levels were low. Accordingly Japanese and Philippine ad-
ministrative organizations drew up plans to increase food production,
control prices and arrange for the distribution of food and other
commodities. In addition, the 14th Army, the operational Japa-
nese army in the Philippines, had its own supply arrangement, and
began to operate farms and distribution networks. The solution to
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the problems of distribution, price control and production appeared
to be the enforcement of a controlled economy.!

As a stopgap measure, the Japanese imported rice from Saigon.
Despite the Japanese plans for self-sufficiency, importation was still
seen as being necessary and the first shipment was reported as having
arrived in April 1942. Despite later claims of successful moves to-
ward self-sufficiency in rice, the Japanese would continue to im-
port rice until the very end — although much of the rice purchased
in this way did not arrive due to submarine attacks on the trans-
port ships.’

To control prices, the government issued an anti-profiteering
proclamation in early February, threatening violators with severe
punishments. The mayor of Manila issued the first list of control-
led prices in March 1942, although it had to be adjusted within the
month to cope with actual conditions. Policemen were ordered to
ensure compliance. Later in 1942, a special body of price control
agents from the Department of Agriculture and Commerce was
formed, and in May 1943, an Economic Police Division was estab-
lished in the Bureau of Constabulary. A further price control or-
der was issued early in 1943.77

To centralize control of rice procurement and distribution, and
to make sure the Japanese army got its share of rice, the Japanese
placed Naric under direct army management, and gave it responsi-
bility for all transactions involving rice, including milling, buying
and selling, transportation, storage and distribution. Bringing rice
to Manila was made illegal under threat of confiscation, unless
approved by Naric. Naric attempted to fulfil its enlarged obliga-
tions, but encountered many difficulties, particularly owing to the
lack of peace and order in the rice-producing provinces.'

Closely linked to the procurement of rice and other foods was
the problem of transportation and fuels. With the outbreak of war,
the US and Philippine armed forces took over much of the avail-
able transport, which they utilized in the defense campaign. This
left Manila and the whole island of Luzon critically short of trucks
and other forms of transport. The Japanese army, on entering Manila,
seized many of the remaining vehicles for their own use; those which
remained in private hands could only operate if granted special
permission by the Japanese military administration.!” The trans-
port situation was aggravated by a chronic shortage of fuel. The
Philippines had depended on imported stocks of oil, not having
any oil resources of its own. Fuel stocks in Manila had been destroyed
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under a denial scheme carried out by the US military, and when
the Japanese entered Manila they found a severe shortage of all
types of fuels. The Japanese took over fuel stocks and placed them
under the Manila Liquid Fuel Distributing Union, which took an
inventory of stocks and stopped the sale of gasoline and other fuels.
Later on, the Japanese Military Administration allowed the sale of
limited amounts of a gasoline—alcohol mixture to authorized parties
under a strict rationing procedure. Vehicles permitted to operate
had to have their engines altered to run on this mixture.?

All plans to solve the rice problem, however, remained tentative
until active military operations ended and peace and order were
restored throughout the archipelago. The last stronghold of US
and Philippine forces at Corregidor yielded in May 1942. Prior to
the surrender of Corregidor, the Japanese Military Administration
only operated in certain towns and cities which the Japanese had
occupied. With the end of organized military resistance, the Japa-
nese could concentrate on re-establishing normal conditions through-
out the islands, and on creating a nationwide administrative apparatus.
The surrender of Corregidor also opened Manila Bay for use by
the Japanese. By mid-May, a second shipment of rice from Saigon
was unloaded, this time directly at Manila’s piers.?!

Consolidating the Controlled Economy

With the end of military operations, the Japanese turned their at-
tention to long-range plans for the Philippine economy. One scheme
called for a continuation of the pre-war CEA’s food production
and victory garden projects, and immediately after the fall of
Corregidor the military administration launched an ambitious nation-
wide food production campaign. Under this plan, all idle lands were
to be planted to food crops, and if land owners could not or would
not grow food, the government was authorized to assign people to
cultivate such lands.?

Rice rationing was systematized by the creation of neighbourhood
associations, whose headmen took charge of distributing the rice to
their members. In June 1942 the ration was 1.2 kg per day per family
of four. This translated to 0.3 kg per person a day, which was supposed
to be the average amount a Filipino consumed in a day. Larger families
had to make special requests for additional amounts.?

In order to meet the rice shortage, the Japanese Military Ad-
ministration (JMA) introduced a fast-maturing strain from Taiwan,
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called horai rice, which was planted on experimental farms just outside
Manila in March, 1942. The Japanese claimed that if the experi-
ments succeeded, adoption of the Aorai strain would double or even
triple rice production in the Philippines. Later in 1942, it was an-
nounced that the horai rice experiments had been successful, and
that more widespread planting would be effected. The controlled
media proclaimed that the Philippines could become self-sufficient
in a year’s time. Experimental farms directly under Japanese army
control were developed to test the new grain, and after initial suc-
cesses, certain regions were ordered to plant only korai rice.?*

The military administration also sought to increase productivity
by introducing new fertilizers (some imported from Japan), and
improving irrigation systems. In November 1942, a Japanese irri-
gation expert arrived to study Philippine conditions and to recom-
mend improvements. Pre-war irrigation and flood-control projects
were continued, and new projects were implemented.?

As part of the effort to establish a controlled economy, the mili-
tary administration organized rice and food producers and distributors
into specialized associations to regulate supply and distribution, as
was done in Japan. Filipino retail traders took part in a nation-
wide Federation of Filipino Retailers Associations, through which
price controls were implemented, while the Naric, operating under
Japanese army management, handled rice procurement and distri-
bution. A Food Control Association, created in mid-1942, control-
led the production, procurement and distribution of other foods,
and the Philippine Prime Commodities Distribution Control Asso-
ciation took charge of other primary products. A Federation of
Rice Growers Cooperative Associations was launched in early 1943
to stabilize production, and a Philippine Fertilizer Association pro-
moted the use of fertilizers. Similar associations dominated the live-
stock and fish industries. Most of these bodies were headed by
Japanese, although Filipinos held token positions on the various
boards.?

To adapt Philippine agriculture to the needs of the Japanese
war economy, the JMA planned to convert surplus sugar cane fields
to cotton production. The output of sugar in the Philippines ex-
ceeded Japanese requirements, and sugar was readily available else-
where in Japan’s colonies and occupied areas. Cotton, however,
was a strategic necessity, not only for making textiles, but also for
manufacturing explosives. The military required explosives more
than food, and rather than planting rice on excess sugar lands, the
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Japanese deemed it more useful to use them to grow cotton, even
though it was unclear whether cotton would thrive in Philippine
conditions.?’

In March 1943, the JMA announced a grandiose five-year plan
to increase the production of staple foods in the Philippines. This
plan marked the integration of the separate plans previously intro-
duced, calling for increased use of fertilizers, propagation of horai
rice, expansion of irrigated lands, and mobilization of the various
producer and control associations to systematize production and
distribution. The plan was ambitious, for it promised self-sufficiency
for the Philippines by the end of the five year period.?®

Transition

Portions of the plan were put into practice. However, it was framed
at a time when Prime Minister Hideki Tojo had reiterated his promise
to grant the Philippines independence if Filipinos recognized Ja-
pan’s motives in fighting the war. With Philippine independence
imminent, Japanese serving in the Military Administration’s De-
partment of Industries limited themselves to short-term projects.
A civilian employee who arrived in the country in March found
virtually no work to do: his senior colleagues told him that with
independence coming, there was no need for any more new men.
Some staff members were already planning their return to Japan.?

Against this background, the Philippines entered a period of tran-
sition. The various control agencies were unable to perform their
functions, not only because they lacked transportation and fuel,
which remained under the Japanese military, but also because the
officers preferred to spend their time in Manila and other cities,
where conditions were less dangerous than in the provinces. There
was reduced emphasis on horai rice following setbacks to the pro-
gramme: unexpectedly heavy rains had killed a portion of the ex-
perimental crop, and much that survived the rain had fallen victim
to various pests. Cotton plants also fared poorly, succumbing to
unfavourable weather and soil conditions, attacks by an abundance
of pests, and the reluctance of Filipino farmers to plant a crop
that was hard to tend, painful to harvest, and destined for use by
Japanese war factories.*

Outside of Manila, the authorities could not achieve thorough
control. The rice rationing system in Manila remained stable from
late 1942 through 1943, but cases of hoarding and profiteering were
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reported in the open market in the city,* and the price of meat
rose alarmingly. Cows and water buffaloes were brought to slaugh-
terhouses in such large numbers that it seemed farms would be
depleted of work animals. The administration had to restrict the
number of animals that could be killed, and later ordered that only
those which had been certified to be no longer useful in the fields
could be slaughtered.’ The price-control system proved inadequate,
and traders asked prices above those set by the government, de-
spite frequent government raids.

Prices of other kinds of foods and of other commodities rose
despite the ceilings set by the government, and a special price con-
trol branch was established in the Bureau of Commerce and In-
dustry to enforce the regulations. In May 1943, the Philippine
Constabulary established an Economic Police Division to go after
hoarders and profiteers. Much publicity was given to these two
agencies and the arrests they made, and profiteers were impris-
oned in full public view in a special profiteers’ cage next to the
Manila City Hall.*

Despite these measures, however, prices continued to rise. While
the Naric-controlled price was set at P7.50 per sack in August 1942
(although no one could buy such a large amount, since rice had to
be purchased through the rationing system), by August 1943 the
Naric price had gone up to P8.00 per sack, while the black-market
price soared to P70.00.>* By this time, the peace and order situa-
tion had deteriorated, and guerrilla attacks had become bolder,
particularly in Manila where assassinations and kidnappings were
taking place with increasing frequency. The shortages of fuel and
transportation continued, and supply and distribution routes were
threatened by guerrilla and bandit attacks. Furthermore, the rains
came late, and planting of the new rice crop was delayed.

THE LAUREL REPUBLIC
Problems and Policies

In mid-1943, preparations for independence went into high gear.
A new constitution was drafted, and in late September Naric was
transferred to the Executive Commission, supposedly to give time
for the Filipinos to accustom themselves to handling its operations
again. Subsequently, most of the members of the Department of
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Industries of the JMA went back to Japan, as did the other Japa-
nese connected with Naric.?® For a time Naric operated under dual
authority — the Japanese continued to give orders until the Philip-
pine Republic was functioning and until specific rules and regula-
tions were issued. Thus, although it had supposedly been transferred
to Filipino hands, Naric continued to serve both Philippine and
Japanese needs.”’

The Philippines was granted nominal independence on 14 Octo-
ber 1943, and Jose P. Laurel became the new president. The Japa-
nese Military Administration was dissolved, but Japanese military
forces and bases remained in the country, and Japanese companies
were accorded the same rights to exploit Philippine natural resources
as Filipinos.

President Laurel faced a struggle to get the country moving. Among
the major problems confronting him was a worsening peace and
order situation. In the rice-producing provinces of Central Luzon,
the peasant-based and left-leaning Hukbalahap made procurement
of rice extremely difficult for the new administration because they
viewed Naric and the Laurel government as tools of the Japanese.
Guerrillas loyal to the US cause likewise opposed the Laurel ad-
ministration, viewing it as a puppet government. Aside from these
organized bodies, there were other guerrilla groups which remained
independent and carried on the struggle on their own terms, and
numerous bandits and armed goons who preyed on anyone carry-
ing food. Under these conditions, the Laurel government faced great
difficulty in purchasing the coming rice crop.’® In fact, the main
rice-producing provinces in Luzon were largely in the hands of anti-
Japanese guerrillas, and government-appointed mayors and others
were being assassinated. The situation became so grave that Laurel
considered declaring martial law in Nueva Ecija, the rice granary
of Luzon.¥

The food shortage reached crisis proportions before the new
republic had time to plant its feet on the ground. Laurel ordered
the continuation of the food production campaign started in 1942
to try to increase the output of vegetables and rice substitutes; but
rice was in extremely short supply.”’ In an attempt to win over the
loyalty of farmers, Laurel declared 19 November of every year to
be Farmers’ Day, when farmers would be given due recognition
and incentives. It was observed in 1943 (although the day had to
be postponed due to a disastrous typhoon and flood), but without
significant results.*!
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Transportation remained a problem, because the republic did not
control any transport facilities or fuel. These were considered stra-
tegic resources, and the Japanese regulated access to them. The
Laurel government had to request fuel from the Liquid Fuel Dis-
tribution Union, which seldom provided the amounts requested in
full. All trains remained under the control of the Japanese Army,
and only a few motor vehicles were allotted to the republic, with
virtually no spare parts. The Japanese military and Japanese de-
velopment companies cornered the few spare parts available by paying
higher prices for them than the Laurel administration was able to
afford. Laurel and his cabinet tried various means to get a greater
share of vehicles and fuel, but to no avail.*?

Naric itself was tainted by its past association with the Japanese
Army; it was well known as an agency for providing food to the
Japanese, with the leftovers rationed off to Filipinos. It was also
shot through with corrupt individuals, a far cry from the pre-war
situation. Corruption in Naric, in the price-control agencies and in
the constabulary contributed to rising prices for rice and other food-
stuffs in the open market, and caused the attempt to establish a
controlled economy to fail. Innumerable bribes were necessary to
ship rice outside Naric channels, and prices in the open market
increased accordingly. Naric, on the other hand, had no rice left to
distribute.*

When Naric returned to Filipino hands, it had enough rice to
feed Manila for slightly more than one month. Most producers were
unwilling to sell their rice at the low prices set by the JMA, while
farmers who did sell to the government often had to wait several
days for payment, and had to keep returning to Japanese army
offices to ask for their money. Farmers who persisted and asked
point blank when they would be paid risked being slapped or beaten.
The JMA announced that the buying price of rice would be raised
to P5.00 per cavan, but this announcement had barely been made
when the Laurel government announced it would pay more. The
rice producers naturally waited for the higher price to be announced
but this only happened two months later, and by that time prices
had risen drastically across the board.*

Manila thus suffered from rice shortages as early as November
1943 (see Table 4.2). Hopes for harvesting the early rice crop in
November were dashed when a typhoon flooded the surrounding
provinces. Transportation and communication links were out for
days, and the flood caused prices to skyrocket. From just above
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Table 4.2 Rice rations in Manila, 1942-4 (per capita consumption per
day)

Date Amount

Pre-war (ave.) 300-350 grams
January 1942 300 grams (Naric fixed ration)
November 1943 200 grams (actual Naric ration)
December 1943  rations stopped
January 1944 240 grams (Biba planned ration)

120 grams + 120 grams sweet potato (actual Biba ration)
May 1944 60 grams + 60 grams sweet potato (actual Biba ration)
June 1944 rations became irregular, later stopping altogether
February 1945 450 grams (PCAU ration)

Sources: Tribune; Lichauco diary; Labrador diary; Hartendorp, History of
Industry and Trade.

P30 a sack, the price of rice shot up to P150 a sack, and within a
month had reached P200.%

With no rice coming in and stocks in Manila virtually zero, rations
were first reduced and later stopped. To alleviate the plight of the
poor, Laurel ordered the establishment of community kitchens, which
gave cooked rice free to the destitute. Laurel also lifted the ban
on bringing rice privately into Manila, subject to a limit of one
sack (56 kg) per person.** Some black-marketeers took advantage
of the opportunity to bring large quantities of rice into the city,
and they sold this grain for prices far above the controlled level.
The Laurel government hesitated to arrest the smugglers and sup-
press the illegal market which had sprouted in Manila’s Tutuban
railroad station, fearing such arrests might stop the entry of rice to
Manila entirely. It was better to have rice for sale at high prices
than to have no rice at all.’

New Control Organizations

The National Assembly investigated the rise in prices, and, after
listening to testimony by dealers and producers, recommended the
creation of a Food Administration to take direct charge of food
supplies. Its task would be to centralize the activities of the multi-
plicity of agencies concerned with the production, distribution and
pricing of food.*® Laurel followed the recommendation of the National
Assembly and established the Food Administration in December
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1943, granting it immense powers to deal with the crisis. The Food
Administrator was Jose Sanvictores, who had experience with govern-
ment agricultural estates before the war, and because he was not
tainted by the corruption within Naric, was seen as an ideal man
for the post.

With the creation of the Food Administration, Naric’s monopoly
on rice was reimposed, and private individuals were again forbid-
den to bring rice into Manila.* Because of its blackened image,
however, as well as continuing Japanese efforts to milk it dry, Naric
was later dissolved by President Laurel. In its place he created an
organization called the Bigasang Bayan (Biba, the National Rice
Granary) in early January 1944, which operated under the Food
Administration. The Biba was wholly Filipino run and catered ex-
clusively to Filipinos, leaving the Japanese to procure rice on their
own,® but it had almost no resources to start with, and faced many
difficulties securing rice in Central Luzon. A trickle of rice reached
Manila, partly through Biba, and by late January 1944 the govern-
ment was able to resume rationing rice, but at a minuscule 120
grams per day per person, which was slightly more than the quan-
tity required for a single normal meal. The ration later dropped
still further to only 60 grams, with a supplement of 60 grams of
sweet potato, and then disappeared altogether.>!

Since the Japanese were left out of Biba, they bought rice on
their own, at prices they could well afford since they controlled the
issuance of currency. Biba’s prices were too low, and many rice
producers chose to sell to buyers who paid more, namely the Japa-
nese Army and Japanese companies, or black-marketeers. Japanese
companies in particular had a reputation for buying at whatever
price they chose, usually two or three times the government price.
Prices in the open market rose accordingly. Some rice producers
who wanted to cooperate with Biba were unable to do so, because
they lived in Manila and their farms were in Huk or guerrilla hands.?

In the first quarter of 1944, Laurel made personal appeals to the
rice producers, and invited some of them to visit the presidential
palace and discuss their problems. To encourage farmers to sell to
the government rather than to the thriving black market, Biba raised
its buying price and offered free transportation. Consumers’ coop-
erative associations were introduced to replace the old Naric neigh-
bourhood associations, but the cooperatives did not have to wait
for Biba to give them rice, and could send their own representa-
tives and buyers to the provinces to obtain rice.>
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Laurel tried to tap experts in the economic field for advice. He
created the Economic Planning Board to draft long-range economic
plans for the republic, and chose Manuel Roxas, a pre-war econ-
omic planner and rising political leader, as its head. To give Biba
the benefit of other experienced men, Laurel created a Board of
Directors for the organization, but even with able minds, there was
little that could be done in the short term to solve the problem of
shortages and rising prices. Rice supplies were limited, transporta-
tion was almost impossible to obtain, the peace and order situa-
tion was deteriorating and there was little respect for the
administration.>*

Laurel created special courts exclusively to try cases involving
profiteering and hoarding; serious cases could be punished by life
imprisonment or even death. A few cases were filed, and in two
cases the accused were found guilty and sentenced to long prison
terms. But peacetime judicial procedures demanded reviews, appeals
and possible retrial; other cases were dropped because of technical
shortcomings or deficiencies in procedure.” In any event, court
actions had little effect on the continually rising price (see Tables
4.3-4.7).

Another attempt at increasing food production was initiated on
Laurel’s birthday in March 1944. With much fanfare, quotas were
set and governors and mayors made responsible for meeting them,
and also for expanding areas planted with food crops. To mobilize
manpower, Laurel decreed that all Filipinos between 16 and 60
had to contribute mandatory labour for food production activities
for one eight-hour day every week. After much publicity, however,
the hype died, overwhelmed by the realities of transportation short-
ages, thieves (planters were often beaten to the fruits of their labour
by robbers or hungry animals) and increasing dangers of being
molested by guerrillas or bandits posing as guerrillas, or by Japa-
nese soldiers.*

Worsening Conditions in Manila

When none of the measures attempted proved effective, Laurel
decided in May 1944, to resort to outright confiscation, and he
ordered the Constabulary to seize hoarded rice in various loca-
tions. However, due to corruption and other causes, this move yielded
poor results; furthermore, there were cases of non-hoarders being
victimized, and some — or most — of the rice that was actually con-
fiscated somehow disappeared.’’
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Table 4.3 Minimum government salaries

Date

Minimum salaries
(pesos per month)

1941 (pre-war)
February 1942
September 1942
July 1943
October 1943
January 1944
July 1944
August 1944
March 1945

P 30.00
P 25.00
P 30.00*
P 31.00
P 40.00
P 60.00
P 60.00 + P 20.00 cost-of-living bonus
P100.00
P 30.00

* Provided recipient was supporting a family.

Sources: Official Gazette, 1942-1944; Tribune, 1942-1944; Jenkins, United
States Economic Policy Towards the Philippines.

Table 4.4 Cost-of-living index (CLI), wage earner’s family in Manila

Value of one 1941 peso in Japanese pesos

Date CLI Ballantyne scale
1941

December 1.00 1.00
1942

January 1.07 1.00
Februay 1.16 1.00
March 1.29 1.00
April 1.36 1.00
May 1.43 1.00
June 1.57 1.00
July 1.70 1.00
August 1.82 1.00
September 1.86 1.00
October 1.99 1.00
November 2.09 1.00
December 2.01 1.00
1943

January 2.08 1.05
Februay 2.21 1.10
March 2.46 1.15
April 2.72 1.20
May 2.63 1.25
June 2.47 1.30

continued on page 83
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Table 4.4 continued

Value of one 1941 peso in Japanese pesos

Date CLI Ballantyne scale
July 2.67 1.40

August 3.85 1.50

September 4.38 1.60

October 5.04 1.70

November 7.24 1.80

December 11.97 2.50 (flood)

1944

January 16.09 4.00

Februay 18.91 5.00

March 19.75 6.00

April 25.67 9.00 (1st air-raid drill)
May 33.63 12.00

June 49.66 15.00 (rice confiscations)
July 70.86 20.00

August 81.55 25.00 (Manila defense drill)
September 153.87 30.00 (1st Manila air-raid)
October 215.71 40.00 (Leyte landing)
November 452.27 60.00

December 648.84 90.00

1945

January 951.50

February N/A

March 550 (Manila liberated)

April 589

May 680

June 736

July 742

August 715

September 699

Note: Cost-of-Living Index, 1942-5 (calculated from 1938 survey of fam-
ily budgets of wage earners in Manila with incomes of less than P50 a
month, based on food, house, rent, clothing, fuel, light, water and miscel-
laneous (transportation, laundry, soap, starch, cigars/cigarettes, haircuts,
medicine, recreation, and so on) expenses. Source: Romualdez, Financial
Problems, 455, 461-63, based on Bureau of Census and Statistics (BCS)
data; Hartendorp, History, pp. 223, 727, and Tribune, 3 Dec. 1942, all based
on BCS data.

The Bank of Japan made its own estimates on the CLI in Manila dur-
ing the occupation years, which were almost the same as the BCS figures
until September 1944, when the Japanese figures were consistently much
lower than the BCS data. Nihon Ginko Gaijikyoku [Bank of Japan Foreign
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Affairs Bureau], Nihon Kinyi Shi Shiryd, Showa Hen [Documents on the
Financial History of Japan: Shéwa volume], vol. 30, chart 57.

The so-called Ballantyne Scale calculated the worth of the Japanese
peso vis-d-vis the 1941 peso. D.L. Ballantyne, of the Chase Bank, was
Special Bank Adviser to President Sergio Osmena, and the chart was made
in June 1945.

Table 4.5 Rice prices

Buying price in Central Luzon
pesos per cavan

Government-set price Open-market price
Rice Palay Rice
1942
January 5.10 2.50
February 5.10 2.50 6.80-7.00
December 5.40-5.80 2.65-2.85
1943
October 10.20-10.80 5.00-6.30** 37.00-50.00
December 8.00
1944
January 17.00 8.00
16.00

February 52.35 25.00
April 1 70.00-80.00 25.00 75.00-200.00
May 200.00
June 200.00 300.00

200.00 300.00
December 200.00 100.00**
1945
February 7.20 3.00***
Notes:

*1 cavan = 44 kilos of palay, or unhusked rice; 1 cavan = 56 kilos of
milled rice.

** plus prime commodities as an incentive to sell grain.

*** Commonwealth government price.

Sources: Official Gazette; Tribune; Lichauco diary; Laurel Cabinet meeting
minutes.
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Table 4.6 Selling price of rice in Manila (in pesos)

Government price Open-market prices
per sack per ganta per sack per ganta
1940 0.31
1941 (pre-war) 0.29
1942 January 0.30
6.10-6.50 0.34 8.00-12.00  0.40-0.55
March 8.00-9.00 0.37
7.50-8.00 0.34
April 7.50-8.00 0.34 6.50
May 7.50-8.00 0.34 8.00 0.70
December 7.50-8.00 0.34 13.00
1943 July 8.00 0.35 20.00
August 8.00 0.35 70.00
November 0.45 140.00 1.20
December 0.45 180.00
1944 January 19.88 200.00 5.10
February 61.50 250.00 9.10
April 61.50 255.00
May 200.00 10.00 250.00
200.00 10.00 300.00
200.00 10.00 450.00
200.00 10.00 550.00
200.00 10.00 800.00
June 200.00 10.00 1000.00
August 200.00 10.00 2400.00 54.00
200.00 10.00 2500.00
September 3500.00 100.00
4500.00 250.00
October 5000.00 300.00
November 8000.00
8500.00
December 11000.00 440.00
1945 February 0.32*
June 50.00

Note:

One sack = 56 kg

One ganta = 2.4 kg

* Commonwealth government price

Sources: Official Gazette; Tribune; diaries of Labrador and Lichauco; guerrilla
reports in Whitney papers.
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Table 4.7 Rice production in the Philippines (000 tons)

Province 1939 1940 1942 Average
1. Abra 5.12 5.57 6.46 5.72
2. Agusan 3.44 2.72 4.16 3.44
3. Albay 13.89 15.83 20.37 16.70
4. Antique 12.22 14.56 17.30 14.70
5. Bataan 8.80 9.07 7.10 8.33
6. Batanes 0.04 0.04 0.04 0.04
7. Batangas 17.68 15.47 17.74 16.96
8. Bohol 19.12 18.86 21.91 19.96
9. Bukidnon 1.36 1.24 1.56 1.39
10. Bulacan 45.04 50.16 45.99 47.07
11. Cagayan 24.21 30.83 38.36 31.13
12. Camarines Norte 4.48 4.17 3.74 4.13
13. Camarines Sur 25.05 25.51 40.34 30.30
14. Capiz 32.71 33.16 41.82 35.90
15. Cavite 16.15 18.36 19.95 18.15
16. Cebu 1.89 1.77 2.18 1.95
17. Cotabato 27.99 27.61 38.99 31.53
18. Davao 4.69 5.08 7.35 5.71
19. Ilocos Norte 22.40 23.80 20.24 22.15
20. Ilocos Sur 16.47 18.83 17.55 17.62
21. Tloilo 61.28 53.91 64.70 59.96
22. Isabela 24.23 23.80 29.64 25.89
23. La Union 15.36 17.70 16.96 16.67
24. Laguna 18.00 18.95 23.67 20.21
25. Lanao 27.04 21.75 30.04 26.28
26. Leyte 28.46 23.57 31.52 27.85
27. Marinduque 3.04 3.99 3.57 3.53
28. Masbate 3.36 2.96 4.94 3.75
29. Mindoro 13.80 11.26 14.68 13.25
30. Misamis Occidental 6.19 6.81 6.65 6.55
31. Misamis Oriental 1.85 2.93 2.76 2.51
32. Mountain Province 12.23 13.47 14.77 13.49
33. Negros Occidental 29.71 28.33 37.61 31.88
34. Negros Oriental 3.66 3.92 3.35 3.64
35. Nueva Ecija 156.24 165.02 121.62 147.63
36. Neuva Vizcaya 12.38 14.52 14.51 13.80
37. Palawan 1.79 1.71 2.70 2.07
38. Pampanga 42.29 49.52 41.70 44.50
39. Pangasinan 119.27 123.00 96.10 112.79
40. Rizal 14.20 16.89 15.41 15.50
41. Romblon 2.76 3.46 3.32 3.18
42. Samar 24.39 21.91 27.20 24.50
43. Sorsogon 10.19 11.41 11.80 11.14
44. Sulu 7.85 5.54 6.83 6.74
45. Surigao 13.77 13.84 16.14 14.58
46. Tarlac 45.51 46.87 42.43 44.94
47. Tayabas 19.10 20.20 21.20 20.17
48. Zambales 10.87 11.11 17.45 13.15
49. Zamboanga 12.29 12.99 18.03 14.44

Total 1043.87 1073.98 1114.48 1077.44
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The failures of Biba, of the price-control agencies, and of the
various schemes for distribution were due in large part to the inca-
pacity of the Laurel government to implement its plans effectively.
The government lacked the means to do so (the Japanese control-
led transportation, fuel, issuance of money and so on), but cor-
ruption in government made matters worse; for some in the
administration, the lure of easy money superseded devotion to duty.
Finally, the Laurel government was held in low esteem by most
Filipinos, who recognized its weakness and on a daily basis saw
only the arrogance of the Japanese.

The Japanese also sowed the seeds of confusion by using the
controlled media to report endless Japanese victories and rosy news
of big rice harvests and price ceilings. Behind these stories, the
Japanese were buying rice with sheaves of newly printed money,
much of it without serial numbers. The rice shortage was real, and
the Japanese were buying whatever grain was available at exorbi-
tant rates, thus escalating price inflation.®

In June 1944, Laurel tried to ease the rice situation by again
lifting the ban that prohibited people from bringing rice into Manila
— but most of the grain that flowed in wound up in the hands of
black marketeers. Eventually, the administration re-imposed the ban
on bringing rice into Manila, trying to re-establish a complete
monopoly of the rice industry by the Biba, but there were too many
loopholes. Bribery was rampant and this new ban had little effect
on the black market.”

A special meeting of rice growers was called in Manila in July,
and Laurel, Roxas and other leaders appealed to them to sell their
rice to the government. The rice growers promised to give what
they could, but there was no concrete action — in some instances
because the rice growers themselves no longer had control of their
farms, which were in the hands of guerrillas or lawless elements.®

Conditions became increasingly dangerous in the provinces, and
as a consequence of Japanese brutalities and banditry and depre-
dations by rogue guerrillas, more and more people streamed into
Manila. By the end of 1943, the population of the city exceeded
one million, compared with a pre-war population of around 600 000.
The Laurel government tried to reduce the numbers in Manila,
but there was no transportation out of the city except at exorbitant
prices, and the Japanese military discouraged depopulation because
it needed labourers to build defensive works and airfields, and to
unload and move military cargoes.5!
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To make the situation worse, the war was going against Japan.
Despite continuing press reports of Japanese victories, air raid pre-
cautions and defense drills held in Manila and other key cities caused
the price of rice and other foodstuffs to jump still higher. In August,
1944, US planes returned to Philippine skies, and in September
Manila experienced its first air raid since 1942.5? Starting in June
1944, the Japanese sent additional troops to defend the Philippines.
The arriving forces needed to be sheltered and fed, and this meant
more mouths competing for the already precarious rice supply in
Manila.®

While the Laurel government thought up new plans, the Kempeitai
took action on its own, and began seizing rice hoarded in Manila
without informing the Filipino administration. Homes of hoarders
and non-hoarders alike were broken into, and rice was forcibly taken.
Laurel demanded that all the seized rice be handed over to the
government, and the Kempeitai reluctantly complied, but only after
humiliating the Filipino representatives. Laurel then ordered all
people to turn over any excess stocks to the government within a
week, threatening more confiscations. Some rice came in, but prices
remained high and supplies were inadequate.’* Opportunists,
hoarders, speculators, cheaters and the corrupt — many of them
aliens — had a field day, victimizing the people. Some were pros-
ecuted after the war, but many more escaped justice.%

Laurel finally abandoned his attempt to solve the food crisis in-
dependently from the Japanese, and replaced Biba with a joint
Filipino-Japanese Rice and Corn Administration, which was called
Ricoa for short. Ricoa combined the facilities and personnel of
the Biba and the Japanese Army rice procurement agency, but as
had been foreseen, most of the rice harvested and procured by
Ricoa went to the Japanese Army.%

Even though they were hungry, people joked about the situa-
tion, saying the Philippines was no longer ‘Pilipinas’, but was
now ‘Pilapinas’ (pila means queue in Tagalog). While the Spaniards
had brought relihyon (religion), and the Americans edukasyon
(education), the Japanese had brought rasyon (ration). Prices were
controlled only in the controlled newspapers; when buyers showed
the price lists in the Tribune, vendors sarcastically told them
to buy at the newspaper offices. Ricoa, since it did not provide
any solution to the rice problem, was referred to as ‘Lokoa’ (from
loko, fool).®

But people had to get food, regardless of the government plans,
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and they resorted to smuggling, stealing, and bribery; some even
argued that these activities were patriotic because they indirectly
hurt the Japanese and their Filipino collaborators. ‘So that we won’t
die of hunger, let’s steal the rice of the Japanese and the Filipino
collaborators!’ cried one guerrilla leaflet in Manila. People walked
long distances to the provinces just to buy rice, and when inflation
became so bad that the Japanese-printed money had lost most of
its value, people bartered furniture, jewellery, clothes and anything
of value to get rice. Smugglers stole rides aboard the few trains
that continue to run, and jumped off with their rice sacks before
reaching Tutuban station, where checkpoints were maintained, or
smuggled rice up the Pasig river, bribing inspectors and the police.
The more daring jumped into the oily waters of Manila Bay and
the Pasig River to recover rice in sunken Japanese vessels, although
it had a bad smell and terrible taste. All these efforts sometimes
went for nought, when bandits or self-proclaimed guerrillas or even
children robbed people of their food.®® The government found no
solution to the rice problem and in the end total chaos reigned.
The Japanese forced Laurel and several members of his cabinet to
move to Baguio, and the people in Manila were left to fend for
themselves. The better off found ways to obtain food, but the indi-
gent began to starve, and by December 1944, the dead and dying
were becoming common sights in Manila’s streets.*

THE RETURN OF THE AMERICANS AND POST-WAR
POLICIES

The Americans eventually returned, landing on the island of Leyte
in October 1944, and on Luzon in January 1945. Towns and cities
were freed from Japanese rule one by one, and the occupation at
last came to an end. Only then was there again food to ration out
or buy. Initially the Americans fed liberated areas under a ration-
ing system, using Army stocks. To facilitate distribution, rationing
and sales, General MacArthur created Philippine Civil Affairs Units
(PCAUSs) which followed US combat troops and began civil relief
operations in liberated territories. The PCAUs were only tempor-
ary, and ceased operations with the re-establishment of the Common-
wealth government. PCAU rations were much higher than at any
time during the Japanese occupation, averaging 450 grams of rice
per day, although sometimes bread or corn meal were served in-
stead of rice.”
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The Commonwealth government, which was restored on Philip-
pine soil a few days after the American landing on the island of
Leyte, quickly issued a list of maximum prices, based on pre-war
levels, and this list applied to Manila and other liberated areas as
soon as the Commonwealth government resumed control there. The
Emergency Control Administration was reconstituted, but it lacked
the capacity to enforce limits on prices, which remained high. Even
the Americans could not eradicate the black market, which sur-
vived from the Japanese period.”! The Department of Agriculture
and Commerce, the Bureau of Plant Industry, and Naric were re-
constituted in mid-1945, and played an active part in rehabilitating
rice and other farms, but agriculture had been severely affected by
the fighting at the end of the war, and imports through the US
Army and the United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Adminis-
tration were critical in the first months after the war.”

The Philippines became independent on 4 July 1946, and Manuel
Roxas was the republic’s first president. Roxas had served with Naric
before the war, and was chairman of the Economic Planning Board,
and of the Bigasang Bayan board, under Laurel. Several other govern-
ment officials and advisers in agriculture and food had also served
in the Laurel government, and put to use some of the lessons learned
from the Japanese food programmes.”

To help the republic rebuild its war-torn agricultural lands, and
to move toward self-sufficiency in food, Roxas created food pro-
duction campaigns similar to those carried out during the war and
occupation. The government recommended development of irriga-
tion systems, application of fertilizers, and use of more modern
methods of farming, echoing similar suggestions before and during
the occupation.” However, nothing as severe as the controlled
economy of the occupation period was ever attempted.

The difficulties of the Japanese occupation are still remembered
in the Philippines, particularly the shortage of food. Less well re-
membered are the efforts taken to forestall the shortage, which
were already underway even before the Second World War started.
Under more peaceful conditions, some of the expedients people
adopted may have worked, but under wartime conditions, with the
Philippines becoming a major battlefield at the beginning and at
the end of the war, with Japanese military forces competing with
Filipinos for the consumption of an already limited supply of rice,
and with an active guerrilla movement throughout the country, it
proved impossible to set up a controlled and rationalized food
production and distribution scheme.
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forth, Philippine Committee, Special Report.
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5 Malayan Food Shortages
and the Kedah Rice
Industry during the
Japanese Occupation
Paul H. Kratoska

Malaya’s export economy took shape during the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries, and was closely linked with the ex-
pansion of commercial rice cultivation in mainland South-East Asia.
Mining and plantation agriculture brought large numbers of workers
to Malaya from China and India, greatly increasing the demand
for rice. Conventional wisdom suggested that food for workers in
the export sector should be produced locally, but Malaya’s rice
industry was small, and with cheap grain readily available in main-
land South-East Asia it made economic sense to import rice; by
the 1920s, around two-thirds of Malaya’s rice supply was purchased
outside the country. As early as 1893, critics of this arrangement
called attention to three sets of circumstances which could cut off
the supply of imported rice: crops in the rice-producing countries
that supplied Malaya might fail, international trade might be dis-
rupted by political disputes or military action, and the prices for
Malayan exports might collapse. At the time, it was easy to dis-
count these concerns. Burma, the largest single rice exporter in
the world, was a near neighbour and like Malaya part of the Brit-
ish Empire. The British Navy dominated the seas of the region.
And when Malaya experienced a rubber boom shortly after 1900,
the likelihood that the country would be unable to afford to pur-
chase rice seemed increasingly remote, even though the rubber
industry itself caused rice imports to increase.

After the First World War, Malaya faced each of the potential
threats identified in 1893 in quick succession. The Siamese rice
crop failed in 1919, and for a time it appeared as though Malaya
might be unable to import sufficient rice. In the end, Burma provided
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the necessary supplies, but at an extremely high price. This crisis
was followed early in the 1920s by a collapse in the market for
rubber that caused the government to restrict production, and a
few years later by the Depression, which pushed prices for all Malayan
exports sharply downward. However, rice prices fell in tandem with
prices of non-food products, and Malaya continued to sell enough
rubber and tin to cover the cost of importing rice.

With the Japanese Occupation, the third scenario was realized,
and it proved the most serious of all. Rice imports came to an
abrupt stop after the invasion, and for nearly four years Malaya
received only small quantities of smuggled grain and a limited amount
of rice shipped legally into Singapore. The country was thrown back
on its internal resources, and these were far from adequate to over-
come the sudden loss of nearly two-thirds of its food supply.

RICE IN MALAYA DURING THE 1930s

With the onset of the Depression, the Malayan administration formed
a committee to examine the rice situation. The resulting report,
submitted in 1931, recommended that the government promote
the domestic rice industry by developing large-scale irrigation works,
and suggested possible locations for these projects along the west
coast of the peninsula in Kedah, Lower Perak and Selangor, and
on the east coast at Endau, in northeastern Johor (see Map 6).
Similar proposals had been under consideration more than 30 years,
but had not been pursued owing to a number of well-founded ob-
jections. The sites consisted for the most part of unpopulated swamp-
land with no existing infrastructure, and in Selangor the clay soils
needed to grow rice were covered with a deep layer of peat. Lack-
ing amenities, these areas had little appeal for prospective settlers,
and it was not certain that people would move there even if the
government invested the substantial sums required to construct the
roads, schools, markets and rice mills needed by a rural commu-
nity. Moreover, the varieties of rice normally grown in Malaya had
little commercial appeal; they did not mill well as white rice, and
local grain was consumed by farmers or else made into parboiled
rice for sale to Indian estate labourers.

The Depression reduced returns for rubber and other crops grown
by smallholders and led to some planting of foodcrops on mar-
ginal lands for subsistence. However, it also brought down the cost
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of imported rice, and so failed to provide an incentive for cultiva-
tion of rice as a commercial crop. For commercial rice farming to
be an attractive proposition, farmers had to earn better returns,
but Malaya’s competitive advantage as an exporter of primary prod-
ucts depended on the ability of employers to supply cheap rice to
their workforces, and for this reason the government was unwilling
to impose tariffs on imported grain to support the domestic rice
industry. The solution appeared to lie in increasing farmers’ in-
comes by improving yields, and toward this end the British admin-
istration promoted selected strains of rice, encouraged the use of
fertilizers and better cultivation techniques, offered small loans to
farmers, and built government rice mills. To support these pro-
grammes, a Rural Lecture Caravan toured the countryside show-
ing films to gatherings of farmers, with officials from government
departments in attendance to deliver talks on techniques for grow-
ing and processing agricultural produce, and on the virtues of sav-
ing money and joining cooperative societies. Similar information
was dispensed through adult schools, pamphlets and agricultural
journals, although officials involved in these efforts considered them
ineffective. Another innovation of the 1930s was a policy restrict-
ing grants of rice land to Malays, but Chinese and Indian demand
for such land was minimal and the measure had symbolic rather
than practical importance. In support of the new emphasis on food
cultivation, the Department of Agriculture was re-organized, and
in January 1932 a separate Drainage and Irrigation Department
took over the functions of the Hydraulic Branch of the Public Works
Department.

These measures boosted the output of rice, but had little impact
on the overall food situation. Malaya produced an average of 197 000
tons of rice annually between 1918 and 1929, and imported 408 000
tons of rice each year during the same period. By 1939 production
was 315 000 tons per year, but the increase had not even kept pace
with population growth, and imports averaged 570 000 tons between
1935 and 1939.2

During the 1920s the Oversea Defence Committee of Britain’s
Committee of Imperial Defence had identified Japan as the coun-
try most likely to threaten British colonial territories in East and
South-East Asia, and had singled out Singapore’s dependence on
imports to feed the civilian population as a particular liability. The
Committee recommended that Singapore stockpile enough rice to
last for six weeks, the period the British fleet would require to
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reach the area and relieve a siege of the island. A new supply scheme
developed in 1937 adopted the same premises but set the period
before relief at 90 days to cover contingencies. The interval was
subsequently raised to 180 days (and still later to an indefinite period),
and the scheme was extended to cover all of Malaya. At the time
of the Japanese invasion sufficient rice had been stockpiled to meet
Malaya’s needs for six months on reduced rations, but much of
this grain was held in the north of the country, and was lost to the
British early in the conflict.*

Japan invaded Malaya on 8 December 1941, and within 70 days
had conquered the peninsula and the island of Singapore. Together
with Sumatra, Malaya was placed under a Military Administration
run by Japan’s 25th Army. In April 1943, the 25th Army relin-
quished control of Malaya to the Southern Army Military Head-
quarters, and in October 1943 the four northern Malay states (Kedah,
Perlis, Kelantan and Trengganu) were transferred to Thailand. A
newly formed 29th Army with its headquarters in the town of Taiping,
in northern Perak, took over the Malayan administration in Janu-
ary 1944. A few months later, on 13 April 1944, the 29th Army
was placed under a new 7th Area Army.

During the transition from British to Japanese rule, part of
Malaya’s rice stockpile fell into the hands of looters. The Japanese
military took control of what was left, and sold some of this rice to
the public through a government Food Control Department, which
issued supplies to private traders. Until August 1942 control over
rice was far from strict. Anticipating that dealers might hoard stocks,
the Military Administration said they were to sell rice to anyone
who asked for it, subject to a limit of five katties (6.5 pounds —
about 3 kg) per person per week, and required them to keep a
register showing buyers’ names. Ration cards were introduced in
August, and a Ward System created in April 1943 allowed tighter
control of rice purchases. By that time the ration had fallen to just
17 katties of rice per month (about 2 pound per day), and bread
made out of tapioca and soy bean flour was being distributed as a
dietary supplement. On the face of it the rations look acceptable,
but announced quantities were often not available, and officials in
some locations were able to distribute only one-third of the official
ration, while farmers were declared to be ‘self-supporters’ and could
not draw rations at all so long as they had stocks of food. The
government subsequently limited the quantities of rice which farmers
could retain for personal use, and urged them to supplement their
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diets by growing and eating tapioca and sweet potatoes. The re-
serves that farmers were permitted to keep varied from state to
state, but were less than they were accustomed to eat. As the amount
of food available for distribution on the ration dwindled, the num-
ber of people designated as self-supporters increased, and toward
the end of 1943 all those living outside of town areas were ex-
cluded from the rationing system altogether, whether or not they
grew any food. This measure caused many people to move into
towns and cities to gain access to the rations available there, meagre
though they were.

Japanese administrations throughout South-East Asia promoted
self-sufficiency in the territories they governed, and within Malaya
the Japanese called on each state, and even individual districts within
states, to become self-supporting. Efforts to overcome the food
shortage thus concentrated on increasing local production. A ‘Grow
More Food’ campaign exhorted people in both urban and rural
areas to grow vegetables, and those who did not plant food crops
faced threats that their land would be confiscated. The Japanese
also lifted restrictions on the use of forest land for food cultiva-
tion, and authorized the clearing of rubber from estates and
smallholdings near towns or along main roads for the same pur-
pose. The work was not carried out systematically. For example, in
southern Kedah the District Officer for Bandar Bahru ‘thought fit’
to convert nearly 10 000 acres of rubber land into rice fields.

The felling of the trees in European owned and private holdings
was all done without much help from the Government, but when
the land was cleared the work came to a stand still. Now the
rayats [farmers] do not know what to do without a proper irriga-
tion scheme.’

In some places, land designated for farming was too steep or poorly
drained, and the clearing of such areas caused serious erosion.
People living in the southern part of the peninsula were not al-
lowed to migrate to the rice producing areas of the north, but were
expected to increase food production in their own states. Toward
the end of 1943 the Japanese began transferring people from cities
in the south to agricultural colonies. The best-known of these settle-
ments were at Endau, in north-eastern Johor, and Bahau, in Negri
Sembilan, but more than 30 additional schemes were sited else-
where in the peninsula and in the Riau archipelago. Many col-
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onists lacked farming experience, and while they could cope to some
extent with growing green vegetables and root crops, relatively few
made use of the wet rice fields assigned to them.

Crops such as tapioca (cassava) and sweet potatoes became the
staple food of the population. Before the war some 63 000 acres of
land in the Malay Peninsula (excluding Singapore) had been planted
with root crops. By the end of December, 1945, the area had grown
to 245 000 acres, nearly four times the pre-war figure, but produc-
tion had little more than doubled, increasing from 185 500 to 396 000
tons,® because tapioca and other root crops, while they grew readily
from cuttings and could tolerate a wide range of soil conditions,
depleted soil fertility when cultivated repeatedly in the same
location.

The area planted with bananas increased from 45 000 to 82 000
acres during the occupation, and other foodcrops such as sago,
groundnuts, maize, yams, colocasia (the taro of the South Pacific,
known in Malaya as ‘keladi’), ragi (Eleusine coracana, a grain that
before the war was consumed only by Tamil labourers) and soy
beans recorded comparable increases. However, the area under
coconuts fell from 600 882 to 500 410 acres, despite heavy demand
for coconut oil.’

The Japanese used a variety of methods to promote rice cultiva-
tion, sending ‘soldier-farmers’ into rural areas to advise on cultiva-
tion and harvesting techniques, conducting training courses on various
aspects of rice production, providing assistance to people who col-
onized rice lands, and introducing short-term varieties of rice from
Taiwan that allowed for two crops per year. In some districts the
Japanese insisted that farmers be in their fields throughout the
entire working day. Despite these efforts, the area planted with
wet rice in Malaya diminished, as did total production. Dry rice
cultivation increased, but yields of dry rice were poor, and fields
planted continuously with dry rice became less productive over time
(see Table 5.1).

One reason for the decline in wet rice cultivation was that irri-
gation works were not properly maintained. In the Sungei Manik
area of southern Perak there was heavy silting of the main canal,
while in Kuala Selangor and in the Krian District of Perak damage
to bunds allowed sea water to get onto rice lands near the coast.
In Kedah a group made up of just 36 workers was assigned the
task of maintaining more than 100 miles of water courses associ-
ated with the Wan Mohamed Saman canal, and the State Head of
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Table 5.1 Malayan rice production

Wet rice Dry rice Wet and dry rice  Total production

(acres) (acres) (acres) (tons)
1940/1 753 730 66 750 820 480 324210
1945/6 690 328 105 809 796 137 225044

Sources: F.W. South, ‘Report on Padi Areas . .. 1945-46°, 16 January 1946,
Drainage and Irrigation Dept, MP 18/1946; Malayan Agricultural Statistics,
1949, Table 30.

the Drainage and Irrigation Department described the results of
their efforts as ‘negligible to the naked eye’.® Also in Kedah, the
British had supplied 12 excavators to Kubang Pasu, one of the state’s
major rice growing areas, to develop irrigation facilities. Following
the Japanese takeover, local authorities attempted to continue the
work, but three of the excavators were taken away by the Japanese
military, and only four of the remaining nine could be put in work-
ing order. To compensate for the lack of machinery, the state govern-
ment prepared facilities for 1500 coolies to work in the area, setting
up 32 sheds as living quarters, and equipping shop-houses and a
dispensary. Subsequent developments were eloquently recorded in
the Annual Report of the state Drainage and Irrigation Depart-
ment for 1943:

It must be stated with regret that when everything was just com-
ing to a form the Nippon Military Authorities took away all the
Tamil Coolies to Thailand leaving the newly constructed sheds
empty. All the 9 excavators and all available materials including
planks and hard wood scantlings were removed to Shonan
[Singapore] by the Nippon Military. Minor items like nails and
bolts were also removed. All<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>