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Rice Price Whiplash Shows Why Farm
Policy Needs Rebuilding
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1_ Article

Read the following article aloud.

Less than two years ago, Japanese supermarket shelves ran bare, and rice prices roughly
doubled in what became known as the "Reiwa rice crisis."”

Today the problem is the reverse. Japan has more rice than it can sell, and farmers are
bracing for a price collapse.

A 5-kilogram bag at supermarkets has fallen to about ¥2,934 ($19), from a January peak
above ¥4,400 ($28). Private inventories hit a record 2.43 million tons in June.

Farmers are feeling it most. When growers deliver rice, local JA cooperatives, which handle
sales and distribution for many farmers, pay an upfront price, and this autumn those
payments are 20 to 40% below last year's.

Continued on next page.
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In Niigata, a 60-kilogram bag of ordinary Koshihikari fetches ¥18,500 ($118), below the
¥20,535 ($131) production cost benchmark.

Masayoshi Honma, an agricultural economist at the Asian Growth Research Institute and
former president of the Agricultural Economics Society of Japan, says the swing needs no
exotic explanation.

In an interview with Japan Forward, he called it a textbook case of supply and demand,
made worse by government efforts to manage the rice market.

Rice is a staple, so people buy roughly the same amount no matter the price. Economists
call this inelastic demand, meaning a small change in supply moves prices sharply.

In 2024, households stocking up after an earthquake warning and tourists added short-term
demand. But Honma argued the bigger cause was a government forecast that said supply
was ample. A brutal summer damaged grain quality, and much of the rice failed to meet
quality standards, reducing the amount that actually reached the market.

The cycle has since turned. Production rose from 6.79 million tons in 2024 to 7.47 million last
year, by Honma's figures, while consumers priced out of rice ate less. Wholesalers who
speculated at the peak are now dumping stock at a loss.

"It is a very simple story: supply went up, and demand actually went down," he said.

The agriculture ministry expects no quick relief. It projects this year's crop at 7.35 to 7.54
million tons against demand of 6.93 to 7.11 million.

Japan keeps a government rice reserve for emergencies such as crop failures and disasters,
with about 1 million tons considered the right level. In 2025, as shelves emptied, the
government released 590,000 tons from it for the first time to ease a shortage, roughly a
month's supply.

Honma says it acted under pressure, not by policy. The release rules changed more than
once as criticism mounted. "It lost to public opinion,” he said.

Now the government is buying rice back. The ministry has begun purchasing 210,000 tons,

saying the aim is to rebuild a reserve that Kyodo News reports has fallen to 320,000 tons,
less than a third of the target. It also says the purchase will have little effect on prices.

Source: Rice Price Whiplash Shows Why Farm Policy Needs Rebundlng
J

AEM (G, —MFHEEAD v/ T A D— REEEHEE, hRSHERTSIILLDHFEZR T BRI Y25 - IR RmEL TVEI
FHX SOMUTIRE - MUERZE<EUFT.


https://japan-forward.com/rice-price-whiplash-farm-policy-reform/

o TESE

w5~ x JAPAN FORWARD e

EEEPILs

1_ Article

Honma does not think a buyback fixes the problem. Even with the extra 210,000 tons, the
reserve would stand at about 530,000 tons, roughly half the target, and he argues the
government should have restocked at once with imported rice, including the rice Japan
already brings in each year under its trade commitments. A reserve that size, he says,
cannot handle a major earthquake or typhoon.

He also doubts that restocking is the real purpose. "The buyback has turned into a price
operation, and that is not a stockpile policy," he said. With the market oversupplied, taking
210,000 tons of rice out of circulation props up prices. That helps farmers and costs
shoppers. "This is simply price maintenance to protect farmers' income,” Honma said. "It is
not a desirable policy for consumers."

In his analysis, a reserve exists as disaster insurance and should not be used to steer
prices in either direction.

The extraordinary Diet session that opened on October 5 is expected to take up a cut in the
consumption tax on food. Honma calls that and the buyback "myopic," and says neither
addresses the root cause.

That cause, in his view, is gentan, the policy of steering farmers toward growing less rice to
support prices, begun in 1970. Tokyo ended per-farm quotas in 2018 but still publishes a
national target of 7.11 million tons for 2026.

Honma suggests it be scrapped. "Farmers grow as much as they want to grow, and
competition takes place in the market. That is the first principle of structural reform."

Prices would fall, so he proposes that the market sets prices while the state supports farm
income through direct payments, a flat sum tied to land area rather than output. He describes
this as the approach developed economies have increasingly adopted over the past 30
years.

The change would also lead to a smaller, more efficient agricultural sector, an outcome he
welcomes. Farms under one hectare spend about ¥25,000 ($160) to grow 60 kilograms of
rice, he said, against under ¥10,000 ($64) for those above 50 hectares.

"A decline in farmers is itself a good thing," he said, since Japan's farmland is fixed and
larger operations can only grow if smaller ones hand over their fields.

What worries him is the land leaving with the people. "The worst case is that farmland
disappears along with the farmers."
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He says the answer is to let companies own farmland, which they can now only lease, and to
make it easier for retiring farmers to pass fields to larger operators. He urged the government

to set that direction as soon as possible.

Source: Rice Price Whiplash Shows Why Farm Policy Needs Rebuilding

) Jagan Forward

REM (S, —MHETEAS v/ T4 D— RIEEE, SRASHERTDHILLDHFEEES T, BRI > S— 208K MRELTVET,
FHZ NI - BUHEAEECZEUET.


https://japan-forward.com/rice-price-whiplash-farm-policy-reform/

o TESE

w5~ x JAPAN FORWARD e

EEEPIus”
2 _ Key phrases and vocabulary

First repeat after your tutor and then read aloud by yourself.

1. shelf i
After the earthquake, most of the supermarket shelves with instant noodles were
empty.

2. collapse FRiE9 %
The economy collapsed because of the high price of oil and gasoline.

3. stock {39 5

The convenience store clerk stocked the shelves late at night.

4. reserve EE
The country keeps a reserve with about 65 billion liters of oil in it.

5. insurance {&&
A good disaster kit and an escape plan are your best insurance for survival in an
earthquake.

3_ Questions

Read the questions aloud and answer them.
1. What happened to rice prices during the Reiwarice crisis?

2. Why can a small change in rice supply cause a large price change?
3. What does Honma suggest replacing production targets with? Why?
4. Should governments try to keep food prices stable? Why or why not?

5. What can a country do to help farmers while keeping food affordable?
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