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At the World Food Summit in Rome in November 1996,
governments of 186 countries pledged to reduce by half the

number of undernourished people in the world by 2015. This was
seen as a first step towards the goal of food for all.

Around 840 million people (or nearly one in seven of the world’s
population) were then estimated to lack access to the food they
needed for adequate and regular nourishment. This constituted 18
per cent of the population in developing countries and 34 per cent
of the population in Africa. Most were chronically hungry for
much of the year. 

But the target set in 1996 is far from being met. The number of
hungry people is falling by about eight million a year but this is less
than half the 20 million a year needed. In October 2000, a report
by the United Nations’ Food and Agriculture Organisation (FAO)
said that unless extra efforts are made to accelerate progress, the
target will not be achieved before 2030 – 15 years late.

At the time of the World Food Summit + Five and the fourth
ministerial meeting of the World Trade Organisation (WTO), this
report examines why so many people are still going hungry. It
looks at the links between hunger and poverty and at the policies
that are supposed to reduce both.

Since the last Food Summit, poverty has become the main focus of
development policy (at least in the rhetoric); sometimes discussion of
food security is entirely about poverty. One increasingly common
approach to poverty since the 1980s is “sustainable livelihoods” –
concentrating on the individual household and its capacity and
opportunities to climb out of poverty rather than relying on
national-level economic development and its benefits “trickling
down” to the poor. Access to food is an essential part of this approach
– hunger is a cause as well as a result of poverty. Enabling poor
farmers to produce more food themselves is widely seen as one of
the most effective ways to reduce poverty and hunger and to ensure
food supply continues to grow.

Food production has increased steadily over the last 30 years.
But the FAO says that a 100 per cent increase is needed by 2030.
And the years since the Summit have seen a slowing down in the
rate of growth.

Executive Summary
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Why is this the case? This report asks how we can produce more
food, but produce it more sustainably. Previous global increases in
food production have been based on using more land and water,
but these resources are limited. So future increases have to come
from raising productivity using the same amount of land and water
without destroying biodiversity or harming the environment. 

How can this be done? There is increasing consensus for the need
to find a way of farming which is both sustainable and productive. In
the past, most governments and international institutions advocated
a large-scale, technological approach to agriculture, while non-
governmental organisations favoured smaller-scale methods using
fewer chemicals. Today, some see genetically modified crops as the
way forward, but there is a growing recognition that the “techno-fix”
approach is not the answer, or not the whole answer. A healthy
agriculture depends on an integrated agricultural system, not just on
one method of farming.

And finally, the report looks at the arguments over trade
liberalisation: is it part of the solution to world hunger, or part of
the problem? Those in favour of liberalisation argue that it
stimulates economic growth and allocates resources efficiently, so
that food is produced at the lowest cost. Those against say that for
many developing countries, especially in Africa, liberalised trade
has not brought the promised benefits and in some cases has had
negative effects.

The impact of liberalised trade is not high on the agenda at the
Food Summit, but it will probably leap into the headlines a few
days later when trade ministers meet in Qatar for the fourth
ministerial meeting of the World Trade Organisation – a meeting
which could be just as significant for hunger as the Food Summit.
A new round of trade liberalisation talks is on the table, as well as
the Agreement on Agriculture (AoA). 

At issue is whether these agreements actually help or hinder
countries’ efforts to boost rural development and reduce poverty
and hunger. This report details the arguments around the AoA in a
debate that is central to the commitment to reduce hunger.

If no progress is made, in 2015 there could still be 580 million
undernourished people. The FAO charges both developing and
developed countries with a lack of political will to end hunger. It
states that there has been “no evidence of a rise in international or
domestic resources for agriculture for development”.

What is needed now, it says, is: “immediate, determined and
truly effective action”. Hungry people, it points out, cannot wait
another 15 years.
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Halving hunger: the numbers
• Today, a total of 792 million people in developing countries

remain chronically hungry

• Around three-quarters live in rural areas, many come from
countries where there is conflict and more than 60 per cent
are women

• The cost of halving the number of hungry people was
estimated at $60 billion over the 18 years from 1997 to
2015; just over $3 billion a year in increased spending

• There are more chronically hungry people in Asia, but 18 of
the 23 countries facing the most severe problems are
African

• 70 per cent of Africans work in agriculture in some
capacity. Aid to African agriculture has fallen by 40 per cent
since 1980

• A one per cent increase in crop yields reduces the number
of people living on less than $1 a day by between 0.6 per
cent and 1.2 per cent

• Armed conflict and civil strife caused agricultural output
losses in developing countries estimated at an average of
$4.3 billion a year between 1970 and 1997

• Between 1968 and 1998, international trade in major
foodstuffs increased twice as fast as food production

• Agricultural trade is less than 10 per cent of total world
merchandise trade. Most – 70 per cent of both exports and
imports – is between developed countries

• Almost 70 per cent of world trade is between transnational
corporations (TNCs). A small number of these dominate the
major traded agricultural commodities
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World Food Summit Declaration
and Plan of Action 1996
“We, the Heads of State and Government, or our
representatives, reaffirm the right of everyone to have access
to safe and nutritious food, consistent with the right to
adequate food and the fundamental right of everyone to be
free from hunger.”

“We pledge our political will and our common and national
commitment to achieving food security for all and to an
ongoing effort to eradicate hunger in all countries, with an
immediate view to reducing the number of undernourished
people to half their present level no later than 2015. We
consider it intolerable that more than 800 million people
throughout the world, and particularly in developing
countries, do not have enough food to meet their basic
nutritional needs. The problems of hunger and food insecurity
have global dimensions and are likely to persist, and even
increase dramatically in some regions, unless urgent,
determined and concerted action is taken, given the
anticipated increase in the world’s population and the stress
on natural resources.”

In the Plan of Action, leaders made seven commitments:

1 We will ensure an enabling political, social, and economic
environment designed to create the best conditions for the
eradication of poverty and for durable peace, based on full
and equal participation of women and men.

2 We will implement policies aimed at eradicating poverty
and inequality and improving physical and economic access
by all, at all times, to sufficient, nutritionally adequate and
safe food. 

3 We will pursue participatory and sustainable food,
agriculture, fisheries, forestry and rural development
policies and practices… which are essential to adequate and
reliable food supplies at the household, national, regional
and global levels, and combat pests, drought and
desertification.
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4 We will strive to ensure that food, agricultural trade and
overall trade policies are conducive to fostering food
security for all through a fair and market-oriented world
trade system.

5 We will endeavour to prevent and be prepared for natural
disasters and manmade emergencies and to meet transitory
and emergency food requirements in ways that encourage
recovery, rehabilitation, development and a capacity to
satisfy future needs.

6 We will promote optimal allocation and use of public and
private investments to foster human resources, sustainable
food, agriculture, fisheries and forestry systems, and rural
development, in high and low potential areas.

7 We will implement, monitor, and follow up this Plan of
Action at all levels in cooperation with the international
community.

At the Millennium Assembly of the United Nations in 2000,
attended by 147 heads of UN member states, the World Food
Summit target was incorporated into existing international
development targets.
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An eye on the future, a hand on the hoe: will the right to freedom from hunger
become a daily reality in Rwanda for women like Marthe Nzabakurana?
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“Food in the stomach is like fuel in machines… will there ever
be a drama more beautiful than that of eating?” Caroline

Maria de Jesus, a Brazilian slum dweller.1

Chronic hunger is defined mainly in terms of calorific intake -
whether people consume less than the 1,710 to 1,960 kilocalories
needed each day to meet the basic requirements for a healthy and
active life. Many people facing hunger on a daily basis have to live
on 400 kilocalories less than this.

This report deals with chronic hunger rather than famine,
although many of the causes of both today are similar:

“Once primarily the result of crop failure in isolated areas,
famine today is increasingly caused by the marginalisation and
impoverishment of rural populations, a result of inadequate
institutions and policies”, says the FAO.2

Chronic hunger dulls intellects, thwarts productivity and leads to
ill-health, keeping people and communities from realising their
potential. Over 20,000 people a day are estimated to be dying from
hunger-related diseases. Hunger and micronutrient deficiencies are
estimated to decrease children’s learning capacity by up to 10 per
cent. For poor families in developing countries, hunger-related
illness adds to household costs and increases the burden of care for
healthy family members. HIV and AIDS have added to this burden
– those living with HIV are not only unable to work on the land
but they need a more nutritious diet which their families may be
unable to provide. And the number of AIDS deaths has meant
fewer people to farm – since 1985 some 7 million agricultural
workers have died from AIDS-related diseases in 27 severely
affected African countries.3

“In Ethiopia AIDS-affected families spend 50 to 60 per cent less
time on agriculture. In many of the hardest-hit areas locally
produced food is the only food available so AIDS has a huge impact
on both food production and consumption.”4

The main reason for hunger is poverty. People go hungry because
they lack the means to procure or purchase food. Urban and landless
poor often spend 50 per cent or more of their incomes on food, and
even those with land need some cash income and generally purchase
some of their food needs. People can go hungry in villages where
local markets are brimming over with food. In most rural areas,
wages are low, and there are few jobs outside agriculture.

1 Who are the hungry?
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“Even when poor rural families are helped to produce a greater
variety of foods on their household plots, they will often sell these
items rather than consume them because of their high market value.”5

In terms of numbers, there are more chronically hungry people in
Asia, but a higher proportion of the population is undernourished in
sub-Saharan Africa.6 Eighteen of the 23 countries facing the most
severe problems are African. Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Haiti,
Mongolia and North Korea make up the list.7 A total of 792 million
people in developing countries remain chronically hungry. Around
three-quarters of them live in rural areas.

The right to food
The right to adequate food and the fundamental right to be
free from hunger, is a matter of international law, specifically
enshrined in a number of human rights instruments to which
states are committed. The United Nations has identified access
to adequate food as both an individual right and a collective
responsibility. The 1948 Universal Declaration of Human
Rights says: “everyone has the right to a standard of living
adequate for the health and well-being of himself and his
family, including food”.

The 10 hungriest countries8

Percentage of population undernourished
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The International Covenant on Economic, Social and
Cultural Rights (1966) stressed: “the fundamental right of
everyone to be free from hunger”.

The FAO points out that: “This means that the state has an
obligation to ensure, at the very least, that people do not
starve. As such, this right is intrinsically linked to the right to
life. In addition, however, states should also do everything
possible to promote full enjoyment of the right to adequate
food for everyone within their territory – in other words,
people should have physical and economic access at all times
to food that is adequate in quantity and quality for a healthy
and active life.”

Women and food security
“Without women we all go hungry,” goes an African proverb.

The United Nations Development Fund for Women estimates
women make up nearly 60 per cent of the rural poor. 

Female-headed households are more likely to be poor than male-
headed ones. In Ethiopia, for example, a household study in North
Wollo found that 93 per cent of female-headed households fell into
the poor and very poor categories, compared with 33 per cent of
male-headed households.9

But releasing the potential of female farmers is vital if food
security is to be achieved. Women grow 60 to 80 per cent of the
food crops in sub-Saharan Africa and the Caribbean; in Asia they
do up to 90 per cent of work in the rice fields. They are the main
producers of rice, wheat and maize, legumes and vegetables – all
the major crops. They also provide most of the labour for post-
harvest activities. 

Furthermore the role of women in food-crop agriculture is
increasing. In 1950, women performed 40 per cent of agricultural
work; today they perform close to half. 

Farmers are still generally perceived as “male” by policymakers,
development planners and agricultural service deliverers. Women
find it more difficult than men to gain access to resources such as
land, water, credit, agricultural inputs, technology, extension,
training and services that would enhance their productive capacity.
They have less time than men to undertake such training and they
face cultural barriers within their own communities.

Discrimination against females in education is detrimental to
food security. A World Bank study found that if women received
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the same education as men, farm yields could rise by as much as 
22 per cent. In Kenya, a national information campaign targeted at
women increased yields of maize by 28 per cent, beans by 80 per
cent and potatoes by 84 per cent. In countries where females have
similar educational opportunities, for example in Burkina Faso,
they farm land more productively than males. “Giving women one
year of education can lead to an estimated 24 per cent increase in
yields.”10

Raw deal on beans
A gender divide is marring the rise of the French bean as a
lucrative cash crop in Meru district, in the Eastern Province of
Kenya – its popularity is removing the control of horticulture
from the hands of women and giving it to men. 

Traditionally, horticulture is the domain of women and
their main source of financial security. Kenyan women grow
vegetables for the family on plots of land – known as usufruct
plots – lent to them by their husbands on marriage.

In the mid-1980s Nairobi-based export companies
introduced horticulture to Meru, a major coffee-growing
district. Most men had mainly relied on coffee and tea for
income, traditionally grown on their own plots. But with the
poor coffee prices on the international market, men
welcomed michiri (French bean): they started to grow them
themselves, or they took control of the income that women
had from growing French beans on their land.

Many women feel they are getting a raw deal. When Irene
Kathambi’s husband first sold her the idea of growing French
beans in Marathi village, Meru, she thought she would have
equal claim over the proceeds. “I do most of the work on the
farm such as digging, planting, weeding and picking. But my
husband receives the payments and gives me whatever he
pleases after we have sold the crop,” she says. 

There are many women like Irene Kathambi, whose
husbands have either compelled them to grow green beans on
their usufruct plots, or retracted their rights to these plots
entirely. A study notes that “export horticulture” has changed
from being a predominantly female sphere to a mixed one,
which has had a knock-on effect on property control.11 It
estimates that women carry out more than 70 per cent of the
labour for French beans but receive only 30 per cent of the
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income. Under the traditional system of land rights in Kenya,
women have the right to cultivate usufruct land, but not own
it – and access is usually given through a male relative. 

Most Meru women don’t inherit or own land. Armed with
only ‘use rights’ women cannot prevent men from
encroaching on their plots. 

A draft bill on the law governing family protection and
equality, already tabled before parliament, could change that.
If passed, it will ensure married women co-own the family
property (land included) with their husbands. The land will be
registered under both the husband’s and wife’s names, and
daughters will be allowed to inherit land. 

Meanwhile, the horticultural sector seems blind to the
problems women face. According to the Kenyan National
Development Plan (1997–2001) small-scale farmers working
under contract to export companies constitute about 80 per
cent of all producers. But export firms tend to award contracts
to male landowners – effectively excluding women and
making them more dependent on their husbands. 

Francis Ayieko 
Taken from ID21, a specialist strand of Panos Features that 

critically assesses the latest international development research.

Conflict and hunger
Some of the most severe hunger is found in war-torn countries. 
At the end of the 20th century between 30 and 40 countries were
affected and hundreds of millions of people involved. The vast
majority were in the rural areas of low-income countries where food
insecurity is common, even without warfare. Armed conflict causes
farmers to flee their land, leaving crops unharvested and livestock
abandoned. It can turn large areas of fertile land into no-go areas as
far as food production is concerned. Farm equipment is often
destroyed and foodstocks and livestock pillaged, often as part of a
deliberate policy of disrupting food supplies as an adjunct to war. 

Armed conflict and civil strife caused agricultural output losses in
developing countries estimated at $121 billion over the 28 years
from 1970 to 1997 – an average of $4.3 billion a year. In seriously
affected countries the losses have been catastrophic. In Angola, for
example, it has been estimated that agricultural output at the end
of the 1990s was well below half what it would have been in the
absence of war. 
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When conflict is over, agriculture can take years to get back to
normal. Many of those who would farm the land are dead; others
have to start again from scratch. Sometimes people cannot return
because landmines in the soil prevent people from returning and
starting to grow food again – there are estimated to be some 60 to
100 million landmines left in at least 70 countries.12

Eritrea’s empty breadbasket
Eritrea gained its independence in 1991 after a 30-year war,
bringing hope to people who had to start their lives from
scratch. 

But in 1998 a border conflict broke out between Eritrea and
Ethiopia that proved to be completely debilitating to the
whole country and to agriculture in particular, pushing about
a third of the population into hunger. 

“The war and its effects caused the displacement of about
one million people who lived in the surrounding towns and
villages,” said Mehretab Fissahaye, Director General of
Repatriation and Rehabilitation of the Eritrean Relief and
Refugee Commission (ERREC). “Many of the internally
displaced people came from the Gash Barka and Debub
regions to the south. This is the region known as the
breadbasket of Eritrea.”

The armed conflict ended with the signing of a peace
agreement in Algiers in 2000 and the return of war-displaced
civilians began in April 2001. Up to 50,000 farmers are still
not able to return to their lands due to continued Ethiopian
occupation or the presence of landmines. 

“Although demining activities have recently started in
earnest, the situation is still very serious for those villagers
who had already resettled in the mine-affected areas because
now we do not have the resources to move them out,” said
Mr Fissahaye. “Many of the people whose villages and
farmlands are now minefields cannot go back,” Ibrahim Said,
Director of Transport and Logistics of ERREC told journalists
at a recent press conference. “These people have been moved
to seven temporary camps located as close as possible to their
places of origin,” he said. 

According to the Ministry of Agriculture, one of the side
effects of the war is a serious shortage of labour. “A majority
of the workforce of the younger generation joined the army



12 Panos: Food for all

in the beginning of the war and they have been serving ever
since,” said Solomon Haile, Head of Planning and Statistics at
the Ministry of Agriculture.

“These people left their fathers, wives and children to work
on the land and so the villages are left with only women,
children and old men who cannot produce as much.” 

The food situation remains tight as a result of the war with
Ethiopia and last year’s drought. “Last year there was very
little food production, but with the majority of people now
home and the rains starting, prospects for a good harvest this
November are much improved,” humanitarian sources in
Asmara said. They warned though that even with improved
production this year, the country was expected to remain in
need of continued aid.

Donica Tesfamariam
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Eritrea refugees in 1999: conflict pused a third of the population into hunger.
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Food production has increased steadily over the last 30 years –
global annual production of cereals rose from 420 million

tonnes to 1,175 million and livestock production trebled. For
grains, an estimated 80 per cent of the increase has been due to 
the Green Revolution – introduction of new varieties, fertilisers 
and irrigation.

This overall increase explains why producing food seems a less
alarming issue to most development organisations today than it did
in the 1970s, when there were Malthusian fears that population
growth would rapidly outstrip the earth’s ability to produce food.
Today, our failure to distribute the available food fairly and the
issue of individual households’ access are the more pressing
questions in many development fora.

If the food produced in the world “were to be divided equally
among its inhabitants, every man, woman and child would
consume 2,760 kilocalories each day,” notes Jacques Diouf,
director-general of the United Nations’ Food and Agriculture
Organisation (FAO).13

But that does not mean we can be complacent about the
quantity of food produced. 

Besides the need to feed the nearly 800 million who are still
malnourished, the world’s population is growing, though less
rapidly than was feared. Rising incomes and urbanisation increase
the demand for food, particularly meat (which requires large
amounts of grain as livestock feed). Estimates of how much
additional food is needed by 2030 vary between 50 per cent and
100 per cent.

Since the 1996 Summit the growth rate in food output has
slowed. In 1997 agricultural output expanded by 2.9 per cent, in
1998 by 2.6 per cent, but dropped to only one per cent in 1999,
with “the lowest recorded rate of growth in agricultural production
in developing countries since 1972”.14 In 2000, cereal output in
Asia fell by 4.5 per cent, chiefly because of adverse growing
conditions and a decrease in the planted area in China. In
developing countries as a whole, it fell from 1,232.3 to 1,185.3
million tonnes – a 3.8 per cent drop. 

The FAO predicts that world agricultural output will pick up and
grow by 1.6 per cent a year up to 2015, outstripping predicted
world population growth of 1.1 per cent a year. Cereals will remain

2 How much food is needed?
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the principal source of food supplies, accounting for about half of
daily calorie intakes, with developing countries becoming
increasingly dependent on cereal imports. 

Projections indicate that global demand for wheat will rise by 40
per cent by 2020, but the resources available for wheat production
will significantly diminish.15 The Mexico-based International Center
for Improvement of Maize and Wheat (CIMMYT), points out that
for wheat, “some highly productive irrigated environments, such as
the intensely cropped areas of South Asia where farmers apply
close to the optimum levels of inputs, are experiencing yield
stagnation or declines”. Deteriorating fertility of soil appears to be a
major factor. “Problems of deteriorating soil fertility and declining
productivity have to be addressed... without eroding the natural
resource base over the long term.”16 Wheat yields in developing
countries average 2.5 tonnes per hectare, but in marginal
environments yields may not reach 1 tonne per hectare.

“The rate of wheat productivity growth has slowed considerably
in the past decade relative to the previous two decades. For the first
time since the beginning of the Green Revolution, there are serious
concerns about future wheat supply,” says a Washington-based
International Food Policy Research Institute paper.
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Precious drops: agriculture consumes 70 per cent
of the water available for human use (see p 18).
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For rice, the average yield in Asia is twice what it was in 1965
before the Green Revolution.17 “Yield growth (of rice) is slowing
everywhere, but yields are not declining in any countries in Asia to
any substantial extent, with the exception of North Korea. Yields
have been stagnant in the Philippines, Indonesia, and the Indian
Punjab for the past 10 years,” says James Hill, head of Crop, Soil
and Water Sciences Division at the International Rice Research
Institute in the Philippines. 

There is another problem: farming is becoming less profitable.
During the 1990s global food prices fell by about 10 per cent. Low
profits means labour leaving the land (especially young people), no
money for inputs and investment, and a short-term exploitative
attitude to land and water resources.

When growing more is not enough
The North Western province of Zambia witnessed an
agricultural transformation in the first half of the 1990s. With
the help of funding from the UN’s International Fund for
Agricultural Development (IFAD) the province went from
food deficit to food surplus.

Most farmers in the province are engaged in subsistence
and local market agriculture, growing cassava, millet and
beans. Under the North Western Province Area Development
Project they received loans to buy improved seeds and
fertilisers. Production shot up and the province became “a
substantial maize producer”, according to IFAD. But although
food output increased, the incidence of malnutrition
remained as high as before the project started.

But with the imposition of a World Bank-IMF structural
adjustment programme (SAP), education was no longer free.
Parents came under pressure to meet additional demands on
their incomes. “When people grow more food, they don’t
necessarily eat it; they might sell it and use some of the
money to send their children to school,” said a project
nutritionist.18

And this left many farmers with a choice: should they give
their children extra food to eat, and feed their bodies, or sell
it to meet school bills, and feed their minds? Most opted for
the latter.
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Producing enough food may have serious consequences for the
environment on which agriculture depends. Previous global

increases in production have been based on using more land and
water, but these resources are not unlimited. So future increases
have to come from raising productivity using the same amount of
land and water. 

But intensifying production risks other kinds of damage to the
natural resource base: loss of soil, degradation of soil and loss of
fertility; loss of biodiversity; pollution from chemical pesticides;
increasing infestations of pests and diseases. The challenge is to find
new ways of managing agriculture to produce more without these
ill-effects.

Land and soil
There is little unused land left in the world to bring under
cultivation, but nonetheless the FAO predicts that arable land in
developing countries will increase by 12 per cent (120 million
hectares) by 2030, most of it in South America and sub-Saharan
Africa. However, the amount of agricultural land available per
capita in developing countries will shrink from today’s level of 0.85
hectares to 0.45 hectares by 2010. About 80 per cent of the
increase in crop production that is needed will have to come from
increased productivity on land that is already under crops.

Agriculture, by its very nature, “takes” from the soil. Much of the
land already cultivated is suffering degradation from causes such as
loss of fertility (which leads to yield losses of as much as 50 per
cent in some parts of Africa), erosion, or salinisation (which affects
30 per cent of irrigated land today). Around seven million hectares
of land becomes unusable for agriculture each year because of soil
degradation. Overgrazing is responsible for 35 per cent of all
damage. Another 27 per cent results from agricultural practices that
encourage soil erosion.

The loss of soil is now serious for many developing countries. In
total about 25 billion tons of soil are being washed away each year.
China’s Huang River, the most sediment-laden river in the world,
carries away 1.6 billion tons of soil into the East China Sea each
year. During a short storm in Tanzania a few years ago, scientists
found that one field lost 5cm of topsoil over its whole surface in
just a few hours. 

3 Environmental constraints
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Loss of fertility is a less visible but equally serious problem.
Sometimes it is caused by intensive modern agriculture using high
yield varieties in monocultures, machinery, and the indiscriminate
application of agrochemicals. “These can be held responsible at least
in part for the yield plateaus and declines now observed in farmers’
fields where high-input agriculture had been previously successful.”19

Restoring and maintaining soil fertility is crucial for food output.
But soil conservation practices “are often difficult to demonstrate
and validate... they are often labour-intensive, and their impact is
less visible as they result merely in maintaining or slowly
improving yields and therefore they tend to be neglected by the
farmer for more immediate economic returns,” says the FAO.20

There is however an array of knowledge and experience available
to promote more efficient soil management and conservation.
Farmer participation in identifying the most appropriate husbandry
practices is becoming a key part of agricultural development.

Climate change
The steady warming of the earth’s surface temperature has
enormous implications for agricultural productivity and food
security. Findings of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate
Change (IPCC) suggest that even a small increase in temperature
will mean a decrease in agricultural production in many developing
countries, with sub-Saharan Africa the most vulnerable.

IPCC reports project that the earth’s average surface temperature
could rise by 1.4 to 5.8 degrees Celsius (2.5 to 10.4 degrees
Fahrenheit) over the next 100 years. The IPCC panel concludes
that this would result in:
• Severe water stress in the arid and semi-arid land areas in

southern Africa, the Middle East and southern Europe.
• Decreased agricultural production in many tropical and

subtropical countries, especially countries in Africa and Latin
America.

• Higher worldwide food prices as supplies fail to keep up with the
demand of an increasing population.
With its low per capita fossil energy use, sub-Saharan Africa has

the lowest emissions of the greenhouse gases that are the major
cause of climate change. Yet IPCC chair Robert T Watson says the
region (along with low-lying small island states): “is the most
vulnerable to climate change because widespread poverty limits its
capabilities to adapt to a continuing changing climate... Particularly
at risk are the arid and semi-arid regions and the grassland areas of
eastern and southern Africa”.21
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The findings of an FAO study confirm this, suggesting that
climate change will cause severe drought conditions in parts of
Africa by 2050. An additional 30 million Africans could be affected
by famine by 2050, “because of the reduced ability to grow crops in
large parts of Africa”.22

Water management
Water is predicted by many to be one of the major resource crises
in the coming century. Despite the fact that growing food is
completely dependent on water, there is little room for further
expansion. Only a tiny proportion of the globe’s water (between
one and two thousandths) is available for human use and
agriculture already uses 70 per cent of this. Ten per cent of current
food production depends on mined groundwater; and water tables
are dropping by as much as one metre a year in parts of China,
India, Mexico, and Yemen, for example. 

A key question for food security is whether farmers can manage
scarce water resources more productively. Many resource-poor
farmers lack water for crops and livestock. In India, around 70 per
cent of crops depend on rain; in Africa over 90 per cent. Harnessing
rain that had previously been wasted for smallholder agriculture
can be an important factor in increasing food output. 

Water stores can be as important as grain stores. Techniques for
harvesting water include run-off – channeling rain that falls on
uncultivated slopes onto crop land. In Burkina Faso for example,
rainfall on sloping fields is directed to crop areas by means of
funnelling stone walls. In one case, in a dry season in Botswana,
the yield of maize grown on catchment areas was 800 kgs per
hectare, whereas in non-catchment areas it was only 7 kgs.23

In many agricultural areas the productivity of water can be
doubled, according to the Sri Lanka-based International Water
Management Institute (IWMI). Real water savings and productivity
gains can be achieved in several ways, it says, through more
reliable water supply to irrigated areas, precision irrigation delivery
technologies, water recycling, and management systems that “give
feedback on the effectiveness of irrigation systems, so their
performance can be measured and fine-tuned”.24

Maintaining biodiversity
Biodiversity – the vast number of different species and varieties of
plants and animals and the different genes contained in them – is the
pool from which new genes can be found to improve and protect
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food crop plants and animals. This diversity, found in both cultivated
and wild plants, is essential if crops are to be developed which yield
more, resist pests and disease, and tolerate difficult environments. 
A wide variety of plant genetic materials proved invaluable when,
for example, the Indian rice crop was devastated in the 1970s by the
Tungro virus. “Scientists looked at 17,000 varieties of rice before
eventually finding resistance in a single wild variety.”25

But plant diversity is being eroded rapidly, as diversity-rich
natural habitats are destroyed and diversity-rich traditional
agricultural systems are modernised. If present trends continue, at
least 25 per cent of the world’s wild plants and animals could be
extinct or vastly reduced by 2050, according to the International
Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN). 

The move towards planting a limited range of commercial and
uniform varieties of food crop seeds leads to the loss of thousands
of farmers’ varieties. In the opinion of some experts, we are already
dangerously dependent on a few varieties. Little more than 150
plant species are now under commercial cultivation. Twenty crops
provide 90 per cent of the world’s food, with four of them – rice,
maize, wheat and potato – accounting for well over half. Farmers
in India once harvested 30,000 varieties of rice, but today over
three-quarters of India’s rice crop comes from 10 varieties. In
India’s “Green Revolution” state of Punjab it is no longer possible
to buy traditional varieties of seed. In the Philippines, 90 per cent
of all the rice is sown to two varieties. In Zimbabwe, two maize
varieties account for 90 per cent of the maize planted and have
displaced many traditional varieties of millet and sorghum.
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Plentiful harvest in Nicaragua: but thousands of varieties of seeds have been lost
and today 20 crops provide 90 per cent of the world's food.



20 Panos: Food for all

Much of the debate about the future of agriculture revolves
around different styles of farming. Is it best for food

production to use the latest science and technology to boost
productivity, control pests and respond to the demands of the
international market (“high external input”)? Or to use fewer
chemicals and pesticides (“low external input”, sometimes known
as sustainable agriculture)? Should farming be on a large scale or a
small one? High-technology, large-scale farming (often called
industrial agriculture) has nearly always been supported by official
policy and major development agencies, and has gained ground
everywhere, while many non-governmental organisations have
promoted and supported low-input, smaller-scale farming. The two
schools of thought have been sharply divided but now there are
signs that they are moving closer together. The new emphasis on
poverty and on supporting small farmers – evident in major
institutions such as the World Bank and FAO – allows for issues
such as environmental sustainability to be considered. 

In the 20th century, major increases in food production and
productivity have come from the introduction of mechanisation,
high use of chemical inputs and new crop varieties developed by
formal institutional research. The Green Revolution is the
outstanding example of this. Introduction of these new
technological inputs went hand in hand with, and contributed to,
concentration of farms into larger units and production systems
based on “monocropping” – large areas growing a single crop of a
genetically uniform variety.

Sustainable farming for the future?
The present generation of the Green Revolution appears to be
running out of steam. Yield growth rate is declining and
environmental problems such as pest infestation and soil
degradation are becoming apparent. For example, rice farmers face
declining profit margins because they have to use more and more
pesticides. There is a growing recognition that the “techno-fix”
approach is not the answer or not the whole answer. A healthy
agriculture depends on an integrated agricultural system, not just
one kind of farming.

The World Food Summit Plan of Action recognises the
importance of “appropriate input technologies, farming techniques

4 Different styles of farming
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and other sustainable methods, such as organic farming, to assist
farming operations to be profitable, with the goal of reducing
environmental degradation, while creating financial resources
within the farming operation”.

Many experts, as well as many nongovernmental and farmers’
organisations, North and South, argue that rural development –
focused on rural livelihoods and sustainable agriculture – is the best
strategy for reducing poverty and hunger. They say that:

• Many of the poor are rural, and depend at least partly (though
decreasingly) on agriculture for their livelihood. Increasing their
agricultural productivity reduces poverty. 

• Many of the rural poor are not benefiting from globalisation; so
their poverty has to be addressed separately from national
strategies to join in the globalisation boom, with strategies to
improve their agricultural livelihoods. 

• National economic development is needed for poverty to be
reduced. Growth in agriculture has historically, in many
countries, preceded and been the basis for industrial
development and national economic growth.

• Food production is not increasing as fast as is needed to feed
growing populations, especially in Africa. This is partly because
of the poverty of so many farmers. 

Towards sustainable farming
Elements of low-input sustainable production systems might
include:
• Biological pest control
• Farmer-based research into developing improved seed

varieties by selection
• A focus on conserving soil, soil fertility and water
• Minimum use of purchased inputs including oil-based fuels 
• Organic systems
• Crop mixes, intercropping, rotation etc 
• Devising solutions to suit local conditions, using farmers’

knowledge 
• Addressing constraints within the marketing system – eg

focus on local marketing possibilities, providing credit
• Using labour where this is plentiful, seeking labour-

reducing solutions where there is a shortage 
• Promoting security of land tenure
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Many agricultural scientists and policymakers now recognise this
and stress the need to take environmental concerns on board.
However, others still believe that the problems of the Green
Revolution can be addressed by further use of laboratory-based
technology to develop new varieties – to give ever-higher yields,
pest resistance, drought- or salt-tolerance. There are efforts to
develop new varieties of crops for Africa where pests are a major
constraint (mosaic virus resistant cassava, stem-borer resistant
maize). 

Other sustainable methods are also gaining official approval. For
instance, in the World Bank’s rural development policy, the
“farming systems” approach categorises the world’s agricultural
areas into 72 categories according to their natural resource base,
farm organisation and technology. It looks for constraints on
agriculture from all angles, not just from the point of view of
maximising output. It allows the design of interventions for poverty
reduction as well as for increasing productivity. 

Small farms and land ownership
One important factor when looking at issues of sustainability is
farm size. The arguments for small farms are that they can, in the
right circumstances, be more productive and efficient than large
ones, without the hidden (environment and social) costs. And
“allowing for land quality, land productivity of smaller farms is
usually twice that of the largest ones”, says IFAD.26 Small farms can
more easily undertake environmentally friendly and low-risk
practices.They are seen as providing employment for large numbers
of people – in line with the emphasis on “sustainable livelihoods”
as the best approach to reducing poverty. Small farmers are also
more likely to grow the staple foods on which the hungry depend. 

And these positive effects are increased when farmers feel secure
on their land, either because they own it or because they are able to
farm in the knowledge that they have long-term rights to its use. In
such cases, they are likely to grow more food and grow it in a
sustainable manner, as they have an interest in its long-term future.
Redistributive land reforms – dividing large farms into smaller units –
has led to more food per hectare in a number of developing
countries. When, for example, land in the Piaui district of northeast
Brazil was redistributed to small farmers it spurred a new interest
among farmers. Yields increased by between 10 and 40 per cent; and
on irrigated fields, between 30 to 70 per cent. “Clear title had given
the farmers an incentive to invest in the land”.27
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In El Salvador, a 10 per cent rise in land ownership boosted
income per person by four per cent. In India, “the states with 
faster falls in poverty from 1958 to 1992 are those that have
implemented land reform.28 In Thailand, a close connection has
been noted between a secure title to land and the confidence to
practise sustainable agricultural systems. In China, the shift from
large farms to smallholdings has witnessed an unprecedented rise
in farm output, enabling millions to escape from poverty. “With
appropriate policy, land distribution tends to raise both
employment and income.”29 Land security for the poor can
therefore lead to food security.

Small farms have drawbacks however. The productivity of many
small farmers is low because their land is much poorer than that of
larger farmers and generally they are less likely to own their plots.
Small-scale and sustainable farming is often very labour intensive
and therefore not suitable for farming families where shortage of
labour or time is a problem – for instance those affected by HIV/AIDS
or women who have to cope with running a household as well. 

But there are many successful small-farmer initiatives, and
impressive productivity gains are being notched up in some areas;
the possibility of replicating such initiatives could persuade
policymakers to give the small-scale sector greater priority. 

Organic farming
Organic farming is one particular approach to sustainable
agriculture. The FAO set up a working group on organic farming
and its potential for developing countries in November 1999.
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Organic maize in Malawi: organic agriculture is becoming increasingly important
in developing countries as farmers can no longer afford chemicals.
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Organic agriculture is becoming increasingly important in Western
countries, accounting for example, for 10 per cent of agricultural
output in Austria and 8 per cent in Switzerland. In developing
countries, organic agriculture, usually in the form of intercropping,
has been the norm for centuries. In recent years there has been an
enforced return to organic farming as farmers have been unable to
afford the chemicals needed for intensive agriculture.

Cuba had to return to organic farming in 1991 in response to the
loss of financial support for inputs from the Soviet Union. The policy
includes an emphasis on urban agriculture and today around 20,000
inhabitants of the city of Havana are directly involved in organic
urban gardening. The city provides 30 per cent of its own vegetables.
Maria Felix Bonome runs a family co-operative urban garden
(organipanico) and is proud of its success: “We provide good, cheap
food for people, and free food and care to those who need it.”30

Agricultural research
A small but influential proportion of research into agriculture is
carried out at the 16 centres (13 in developing countries) that
make up the Consultative Group for International Agricultural
Research (CGIAR). A number of these were at the forefront of the
Green Revolution. 

But some of the breakthroughs in agricultural research have
come from non-governmental organisations. The largest survey of
sustainable agriculture in developing countries has recently been
completed by researchers at Essex University in Britain. They
studied 208 cases of sustainable agriculture, covering communities
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In search of new methods: different ways of growing rice have increased yields up
to five fold.
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Rice revolution
One of the most impressive gains found by the Essex University
study was achieved by small farmers in Madagascar after they
employed a new way of growing rice in the late 1980s. Yields of
around two tonnes per hectare shot up to around 8 to 10
tonnes per hectare, without either chemical fertilisers, pesticides
or expensive seed varieties, and by breaking some of the
conventional “rules” of rice management. For years the new
technique, known as the System of Rice Intensification (SRI),
was virtually ignored.

The system was developed in Madagascar by an agronomist
priest, Henri de Laudanié, working with a small farmers’ group,
Association Tefy Saina. “Traditionally, rice is transplanted into
fields at around eight weeks,” said group representative,
Sebastién Rafaralahy, “when it seems the plant is strong and
likely to survive.” But with SRI, seedlings are transplanted at
around six days and planted individually, enabling farmers to
use less seed.

For thousands of years lowland rice has been grown under
flooded conditions to ensure water supply and reduce weed
problems. But while rice can survive in water, it is not an
aquatic plant, Rafaralahy points out. Farmers in Madagascar
noted that root growth was far greater if the plant was not kept
continually submerged in water – “the plants receive more
oxygen and nutrients from the atmosphere and derive greater
benefit from the warmth of the sun,” he said. Using the SRI
system the soil is only kept continually wet during the
reproductive stage when the plant is producing grains. During
the rest of the growth cycle the rice fields are irrigated in the
evening and are dry during the day.

Using their own seed, some 20,000 farmers have now
adopted the method in Madagascar, and the yields have proved
sustainable. After being evaluated by Cornell University in the
United States, the system has spread to other countries,
including major rice growers such as Bangladesh, China and
Indonesia. In China yields of 9 to 10.5 tonnes per hectare were
achieved in the first year of the system, compared with the
national average of six tonnes per hectare.32
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in 52 developing countries. Many were small farms. They found
remarkable increases in yields, sometimes more than 100 per cent.
For farmers cultivating roots – potato, sweet potato and cassava –
average food production increased by 150 per cent. Livestock
productivity also increased, along with meat and milk production.31

Examples included:

• An agroforestry project in Malawi which doubled or almost
trebled maize yields for 20,000 farmers

• Small-scale soil and water conservation on degraded lands by
6,000 households in Niger which increased millet yields three to
four times

• Integrated pest management for rice in Bangladesh, which
enabled 150,000 households to increase yields by a modest five
to seven per cent but also to gain $250 additional annual income
per hectare from selling fish and vegetables

• A wheat-maize double cropping system in China for 224,000
households reduced water use by 30 per cent and fertiliser use
by 20 per cent, with yields increasing by 10 per cent and net
returns up 30 per cent

• In Western Kenya, participatory research helped achieve doubled
yields of maize and a four- to eight-fold increase in bean yields

The numbers involved in sustainable farming of any kind are still
small. Nearly nine million farmers worldwide have adopted such
practices, but though the number has grown dramatically over the
last decade, they still account for only around three per cent of the
world’s total land under cultivation.

Can GM feed the world?
Genetically modified (GM) crops are a new technology, first planted
on a large commercial scale in 1996. Some commercial producers
claimed that GM crops would solve world food problems, but the
technology has aroused fear and hostility in many countries. Nearly
all research so far has been undertaken by private companies on
commercial crops for developed country markets, designed to
increase the shelf-life or other quality to make the crop more
profitable. Claims that GM can ‘feed the world’ have not yet been put
to the test and it is too early to judge the claims of increased yields and
reduced use of chemicals against potential environmental and health
hazards. Stringent testing of GM crops will be necessary before they
are produced commercially and they seem unlikely to make a
contribution to reaching the World Food Summit’s 2015 target.
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“If you make a mistake with GM technology, you could ruin
your genetic base,” points out Ethiopian scientist Tewolde Gebre
Egziabher, winner of the Right Livelihood Award in 2000; “We are
tampering with the foundations of life. We must wait long enough
– or face the consequences. If we ever find that GM technology
would bring us major benefits in years to come, then let’s look at it.
But you have to wait as long as it takes to sort out the problems – a
few generations perhaps.”33

Critics fear that the attention and research now going to GM
crops could lead to a neglect of the food crops and agriculture of
more immediate interest to the poor. One of the arguments made
against development of GM crops for poorer farmers is that there
are cheaper lower-tech solutions already available to some of their
problems that have not yet been tried properly.



In the 1960s and 1970s, countries were encouraged to aim for
national food self-sufficiency – producing most of the food they

needed themselves. When the concept of the free market gained
ascendancy, “food self-sufficiency” was replaced by the idea of
“food self-reliance” – being able to import food which was more
cheaply and efficiently produced elsewhere, earning the money to
do so by exporting products the country could itself produce most
efficiently. The 1996 Food Summit deemed trade in food an
essential ingredient of food security. 

But trade in food is not as important as is sometimes supposed:
agricultural trade is less than 10 per cent of total world
merchandise trade. For plantation crops such as coffee, 50 per cent
of world production is traded internationally, but for basic food
crops, only wheat has more than 10 per cent of world production
regularly traded. For beef, the US domestic market is more than
twice as big as the whole of the international market. 

Most agricultural trade – 70 per cent of both exports and imports –
is between developed countries. However, the role of developing
countries has been increasing – mostly as importers. They accounted
for 37 per cent of total food imports in 1997, up from 28 per cent in
1974; while their share of total food exports rose only to 34 per cent
from 30 per cent. Developing countries export tropical plantation
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5 International food trade
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crops but most are importers of food crops – over 80 per cent of the
global trade in rice and wheat and 85 per cent of powdered milk is
imported by developing countries. A few developing countries are
net exporters (Thailand, Vietnam), a larger number – many of them
the poorest countries – are net importers. 

According to the FAO, developing countries’ trade deficit in
cereals has risen from 17 million tonnes to 104 million tonnes over
the last 30 years – a “precarious trend”, since historically both
developed and developing countries have achieved food security
through enhanced domestic production. And yet between 1968
and 1998, international trade in major foodstuffs increased twice as
fast as food production (see chart on previous page).

However, the majority of developing countries are still, or could
be, more or less self sufficient in food.35 But even then, self-
sufficiency in national staple foods “may or may not advance food
security”, believes the FAO. India, for example, has attained
national staple self-sufficiency (NSSS), yet mass malnutrition
remains. While India produces enough staples for all its people, its
poorest citizens cannot afford to buy as much as they need. India
therefore exports grain to people who can afford it.

“India desperate to export rice”; a headline in the Financial Times
21 December 2000, shows the Indian government’s priorities.
Exports are needed “to create space in government-owned storage
areas” and also to earn foreign exchange. These considerations
appear to rank higher than using self-sufficiency to feed India’s poor.
The money that governments earn from exporting food is unlikely to
directly benefit the hungry and may not even do so indirectly.

In some countries the quest for NSSS “readily turns into a policy
of extracting rural produce cheaply to feed the cities”, says the
FAO.36 This, however, discourages farmers from producing more
food. Many countries have little chance of achieving NSSS because
of limited resources. Arid-land countries may not possess enough
water for grain production and therefore concentrate on products
such as fruit, which they can export in exchange for grain.

More countries could attain self-sufficiency if they accorded their
agricultural sector greater priority. Many non-governmental
organisations take the view that this alone will not feed the
hungry, however, unless governments are committed to
mechanisms that allow self-sufficiency to benefit the food insecure.
They also need the freedom to determine their food and agriculture
policies and not to be constrained by outside factors such as
structural adjustment policies or WTO agreements.37
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Sri Lanka: Poverty amid plenty
Karunawathie, 35, works in a salt tern (where seawater is
collected to make salt) in southern Hambantota, earning Rs
200 (under $2) a day. When there is adequate rain, she
cultivates a small plot of chillies and pulses by her mud-and-
thatch house. Her wage is barely sufficient to feed and
educate her three children (Karunawathie’s husband has left
her) aged between 8 and 12. 

“Often the children have to manage with a single rice meal
and boiled jakfruit or bread fruit in the night,” she laments.
She has no money to buy milk, meat, chicken or eggs for
them or even good vegetables to supplement the rice and dhal
meals.

The rural poor are most vulnerable to food insecurity and
nutritional deficiencies. Children in farming households have
shown protein-energy, iron, iodine and vitamin A deficiencies.
Despite availability of fresh fruits and vegetables, rural
households cannot afford such “luxuries”.

And yet there is no shortage of food in Sri Lanka. From the
time of independence from British rule in 1948, Sri Lanka has
worked towards self-sufficiency in rice, milk, pulses and fish. Of
these only rice has come anywhere near the self-contained goal. 

“We want to encourage farmers to grow whatever they can
produce,” said Wilson Weerasinghe, Deputy Commissioner of
the Farmer’s Bank. “We want to produce more vegetables, potato
and local cereals. What we cannot grow locally we will import.”

Protectionist tariffs are imposed on agricultural imports.
Potato, for instance, was earlier imported from India and
Pakistan. A recent Rs 20 per kilo duty on potato imports was
introduced to protect local farmers, who could not compete
with international prices. Now more and more farmers are
taking to once-abandoned potato cultivation as they enjoy a
good market price. 

Weerasinghe admits however, that this policy of
protectionist tariffs has lead to increased retail prices in the
market. Vegetables, for example, cost far more than in
neighbouring countries. Cauliflower is sold in India and
Nepal for Rs 20 a kilo but could be as high as Rs 300 in Sri
Lanka. Carrots sold in India and Pakistan for Rs 5 to 8 a kilo
are sold locally at Rs 60. Beans, cabbage and onions suffer
similarly, though the price gap may not be as wide.
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And now, it seems, the people of Sri Lanka are turning
from rice to bread and roti (chapati) – made from wheat flour
imported from the US. While per capita rice consumption has
stagnated between 105–115 kgs per annum, wheat
consumption rose from less than 20 kgs in the 1960s to over
50 kgs per annum by mid 1990s. Heavy subsidies on wheat
imports encouraged this pattern of consumption. 

Although food has declined in importance in Sri Lanka’s
import bill over the years – what was 44 per cent of total
imports in 1955 is today down to 9.2 per cent – the country
still depends on staples of milk, sugar, pulses and wheat from
outside. 

Food security, for a country whose macro indices show a
generally rosy picture, is not guaranteed unless households
are able to access proper nutrition at a low cost, said Dr
Saman Kelegama, an economic analyst. According to
Kelegama, Sri Lankan households still pay as much as 47 per
cent of their income on food. The ironic fact is that farmers
spend far more of their income in procuring food than their
urban counterparts.

And people like Karunawathie still do not have enough to
feed their children.

Niresh Eliatamby

Trade liberalisation and poverty 
Trade liberalisation in developing countries took off in the early
1980s under the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and World
Bank structural adjustment programmes; these normally required
countries to reduce barriers to trade. It has been carried on through
current policies of the Bretton Woods Institutions (World Bank and
IMF), regional free trade agreements, such as the North American
Free Trade Association, and, since 1995, under the WTO. 

The orthodox economic opinion since the early 1980s has been
that maximising international trade reduces prices and stimulates
economic growth and in this way helps countries raise their
standards of living and reduce poverty and by implication, hunger.
This has occurred in developed countries and in some developing
countries such as China and the countries of south-east Asia. But
for many developing countries, especially in Africa, liberalised trade
has not brought the promised benefits and their economies are
faring badly. In the 1990s, when openness was the norm, annual
economic growth rate in low-income countries (140 in all)
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averaged 2.4 per cent, as against 4.4 per cent in the 1980s when
the liberalisation was starting.38 Between 1960 and 1980, before
SAPs, income per head in Sub-Saharan Africa grew by a third.
Between 1980 and 1997 it fell by a quarter.

One reason is that the share of developing countries in world
trade is very small – Africa’s share is less than two per cent.
Liberalisation has often been a lop-sided process: most countries
that reduced barriers to imports found that imports surged, while it
has been hard for them to increase their exports to the same
extent. They cannot break into established developed-country
markets, whether because of continuing barriers (for instance
against manufactured goods), because of difficulty in meeting the
standards required, or simply because of the difficulty of competing
against well-established large producers. 

The pressure to produce goods or agricultural products for export
often has negative effects. More land has been brought under
export crops – frequently some of the best land – so that less land
and resources are available for domestic food crops. Export crops
also have environmental costs. They usually require the application
of many more chemicals than crops for local use, raising questions
about long-term sustainability. 

The drive to increase exports has not often produced higher
earnings, because prices – for the agricultural commodities that form
the bulk of exports from many developing countries – have fallen. In
mid-2001 the price of every major traded agricultural commodity,
apart from sugar, was substantially lower, than, for example, in mid-
1998. The world price of coffee had fallen by more than half; the
price of palm oil had almost halved. In the face of low world prices,
governments have been unable to sustain good prices to farmers.
Instead, returns to farmers from export crops have often fallen below
the cost of production, driving many into poverty. 

Even the most enthusiastic proponents of free trade now
acknowledge that liberalisation often increases poverty for the poor
and poor countries and undermines the possibility of sustainable
development. Free-trade supporters still hold that liberalisation
stimulates economic growth and raises living standards overall, but
they recognise that it is increasing the gap between rich and poor. 

Institutions such as the World Bank, and most multilateral and
bilateral development agencies, now include a commitment to
addressing poverty specifically, recognising that it will not be
solved by general economic growth. There remains little emphasis
on specific strategies to raise food output and reduce hunger.
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The strategy is often to address the conditions – individual and
national – that keep people poor and unable to participate
effectively in the growing global economy. It is not yet clear
however how this commitment will be carried out, within the
context of the continuing overriding commitment to increasing
liberalisation. Many critics argue, for instance, that liberalisation
inherently creates poverty and militates against the kind of
individual or local support that is implied by a livelihood approach
to poverty reduction. They say there is a fundamental contradiction,
which has not yet been properly addressed by the main
liberalisation institutions such as the WTO and the World Bank.

The impact of liberalisation on food security 
The economic case for trade liberalisation is that it leads to efficient
allocation of resources with food being produced at the lowest cost.
But several studies have shown that effects on food security for the
poor are negative. Consumers may gain from cheap food imports,
but only if they have the money to buy them, which many food-
insecure people do not have. For local food producers, meanwhile,
cheap imports compete with and undermine their own production,
driving many of them further into poverty. In the words of a Sri
Lankan activist, free trade is like “putting the rabbit and the tiger in
the same cage”.39

Growing commodities for sale can be a precarious living. It
depends on world market prices but also on national marketing
structures and individual cash needs. Ethiopian farmer, Purch
Awsato, for example, grows coffee on his one acre plot, among
sweet potato, maize and banana. Coffee beans are the only source
of cash for his family of eight. The world price of coffee stood at
little over a dollar a kilo in mid-2001 and growers should receive
about 75 per cent of this price, according to Ethiopia’s Coffee and
Tea Authority. The International Coffee Organisation estimates that
it costs Ethiopian growers nearly 90 cents a kilo to produce coffee.
Desperate for cash for the family, Purch Awsato sold his 2000 crop
for three Ethiopian birr a kilo, (36 cents) considerably less than half
what it cost him to grow it.

Structural adjustment policies did not, on the whole, take food
security into consideration. In many countries they led to the
sudden end of state support for agriculture and falls in food
production. Other impacts have included: a market in land,
pushing the poorest into landlessness; loss of off-farm employment
opportunities; and freedom for transnational corporations to
compete with or take over local agricultural production. 
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A 1999 FAO study of 16 countries finds, for example, that the
WTO’s Agreement on Agriculture (see next section) has led to a
surge of food imports but not to an increase in exports. This is
forcing local farmers out of business and into urban areas and
leading to a concentration of farm holdings. Another study, by
Hezron Nyangito of the Institute of Policy Analysis and Research in
Nairobi, finds that liberalised trade has led to increased imports of
foodstuffs, mainly wheat, rice, maize sugar and dairy products.
Local farmers could not compete with the prices of the imports and
this resulted in disincentives for increased domestic production.
“Liberalised trade, including WTO trade agreements, benefit only
the rich while the majority of the poor do not benefit but are
instead made more vulnerable to food insecurity,” it concludes.41

A Friends of the Earth study of Uruguay says that until recently
the country’s small producers provided milk for the domestic and
export market through the National Cooperative of Milk Producers;
80 per cent of the cooperative’s 6,500 milk producers were small,
family-run farms. The milk market in the Mercosur trade grouping
has proved very attractive for food transnational corporations,
including Parmalat, Nestlé and Unilever. Milk powder is now being
imported in large quantities, causing the bankruptcy of many small
milk producers.42

Other microeconomic studies, showing the impact on
communities, are consistent with this evidence. A number show
that women have suffered disproportionately from the surge of
food imports as a result of trade liberalisation, finding it harder to
put food on the family table. For both women and men, two
decades of intensive trade liberalisation have failed to reduce
hunger. The destruction of small farmer livelihoods and the
concentration of small farms into large ones, is not conducive to
advancing food security. 

The big question is, will further liberalisation of agricultural trade
help or hinder countries’ efforts to increase domestic production?
Some small farmers have no doubt of the answer. Peasant farmers’
organisations from south-east Asia, meeting in Bangkok in August
2001 to prepare a statement for the World Food Summit,
pronounced: “We realise that the common problems that we have
are spawned by neo-liberal globalisation, which further worsens
global hunger. It has devastated the livelihoods of millions of
peasants, and woman peasants, as a result of policies, most
particularly of agricultural trade and financial liberalisation,
deregulation and privatisation.”43
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Uncertainty Stalks Future of
Philippine Agriculture
For many years, the song Bahay Kubo (Our House) was taught
to every schoolchild. It went, “We have a very small house,
but it has a garden with many kinds of food.” Indeed, most
Filipino families traditionally produced not only their own
food, but grew more than they needed.

The song is still taught but gone are the days when food
grew in abundance. Philippine agriculture today lags far
behind that of Malaysia, Thailand, Taiwan, South Korea,
Indonesia and Vietnam. The future looks bleak and uncertain.
Many say agriculture has never been so bad and that farmers
are mired in a state of terrible distress because the country
jumped onto the agricultural trade liberalisation bandwagon.

Rafael V Mariano, is chair of Kilusang Magbubukid ng
Pilipinas (KMP), the largest and most anti-trade liberalisation
farmers group which boasts 1.5 million members nationwide.
He blames the World Trade Organisation (WTO): 

“GATT (The General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade)
resulted only in cheap imports and decline of local agricultural
production,” he said. “All around the country, farmers cannot
sell their own products because of the entry of cheap food
imports from Australia, Korea, China, and Taiwan.”

Farmer John Haight, a former mayor, also blames trade
liberalisation for the death of the onion and garlic industry in
the Philippines and the invasion of the Chinese and
Taiwanese species. 35,000 farmers in the onion-producing
province of Neuva Ecija lost their livelihoods when the new
laws allowed the entry of cheap imported onions. Haight is
now anxious about the impact on the potato industry of the
full implementation of GATT by 2004. “Once the GATT comes
in full force, this will mean the end of the country’s potato
industry,” he says. 

Their fears are not unfounded. 700,000 jobs in agriculture
have been lost since 1996. Natividad Yabut-Bernardino,
author of An Impact Study of Agricultural Trade Liberalization in
the Philippines says importation has stepped up since GATT
and local production drastically declined. In 1998, key sectors
of agriculture suffered steep declines in real gross value,
notably rice and corn, the country’s staple food. Rice
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production dropped by 24 per cent from 1996 to 1998 and
corn production by 20 per cent from 1993 to 1998.

With the decline of agriculture, the number of poor farmers
has increased. From 1980 to 1990 alone, some 300,000
farmers lost their small lands and became jobless. KMP says
there are now about 15 million farmers who are poor. They
comprise 60 per cent of the nation’s labor force. 

Since 1995, farmers’ protests have been growing and are
becoming increasingly angry. In General Santos City in June
2001 one farmer was killed and dozens hurt. 

On July 25 President Gloria Macapagal admitted that
Philippine agriculture is in “a real bad shape”. She announced
a massive agricultural development programme aimed at
providing food security and income enhancement for the
poor. But many feel it is no different from the Agricultural
Fisheries and Modernisation Act (AFMA) initiated two years
ago by former president Joseph Estrada.

Bernardino feels that: “The solution to the problem goes
beyond instituting measures and safety nets within the
framework of the WTO. It is the argument of many farmers
that no level playing field between developed and developing
nations can ever be created by the WTO, no matter the extent
of repairs it resorts to.”

Michael Bengwayan
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Protest of the landless: in Brazil the MST movement has occupied land for landless
farmers to grow food.
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The World Trade Organisation was the outcome of the Uruguay
Round of trade talks held from 1986 to 1993 under the

auspices of the 1947 General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade
(GATT). For 40 years, trade in agricultural goods had not been
included in GATT because food self-sufficiency, which often
requires national production to be protected, was seen as too
important. This view had changed by the 1980s, and the Uruguay
Round talks included agriculture for the first time, largely at the
insistence of the US. The Agreement on Agriculture (AoA) is one of
four agreements to emerge from the talks. The others are the
General Agreement on Trade in Services, (GATS), the Trade-Related
Intellectual Property Rights (TRIPs) agreement and the Trade-
Related Investment Measures (TRIMs) agreement.

The stated objective of the AoA is “to provide for substantive and
progressive reductions in agricultural support and protection”, in
order to reduce distortions in world agricultural markets.44

The AoA commits WTO members to:

• Reduce any support to the domestic farm sector that is
production-distorting or trade-distorting. Industrialised countries
have to reduce such support by 20 per cent, developing countries
by 13 per cent

• Reduce expenditure on export subsidies – for industrialised
countries, by 36 per cent over six years, for developing countries
by 24 per cent over 10 years

• Reduce the volume of subsidised exports by 21 per cent

• Convert all import restrictions to tariffs and reduce these – for
industrialised countries by 36 per cent over six years, for
developing countries by 24 per cent over 10 years 

• Increase the share of domestic consumption supplied by imports
to four per cent by 2000. 

The 43 least-developed countries, with per capita GNP of less than
$500 are exempt from the first three of these commitments, but are
subject to tariffs and to providing minimum access for imports. 

Member countries can provide investment subsidies and input
subsidies to low-income or resource-poor producers and give
support to encourage diversification from illegal narcotic crop
cultivation, as long as they do not exceed the level of support they
gave in 1993.

6 Agreement on Agriculture
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Two kinds of payments do not have to be reduced: 

• Spending on food aid, public food stocks for disaster relief etc,
which are deemed not to distort trade. These are known as
“Green Box” exemptions

• Direct payments to farmers to compensate for reducing
production (in countries where over-production has been a
problem). These are known as “Blue Box” exemptions 

The preamble to the Agreement mentions some overarching
considerations: “Commitments... should be made in an equitable
way among all members, having regard to non-trade concerns,
including food security and the need to protect the environment...
and taking into account the possible negative effects of the
implementation... on least developed and net food-importing
countries”.45 The Agreement does not, however, include strong and
specific rulings on these issues. 

Inequalities and implementation
Critics feel that the AoA was essentially a pact between the US and
the EU and serves their interests; developing countries had minimal
input. For example, industrialised countries will reduce support to
their farmers from a very high starting point, while the starting
point for many developing countries is much lower (partly because
many of them had already liberalised, under SAPs, before the
conclusion of the Uruguay Round). 

The experience of implementing the AoA has not contributed to
changing the critics’ views: the AoA has not succeeded in reducing
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Blowing in the wind: developing countries feel that many of the agreements are just
empty words.
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subsidies to farmers in the rich world at all. Subsidies to producers
in the OECD countries made up 40 per cent of farm income in
1999, the same percentage as in the mid-1980s. The resulting
subsidised goods “dumped” in developing country markets keep
world prices artificially low, ensuring that developing country (non-
subsidised) farmers can’t get a realistic price for their crops. 

“Our farmers were never told what WTO is, and don’t see any
benefit from it. On the contrary. Export subsidies are subsidising
farmers in Europe who are exporting their foodstuffs to Malawi.
The food from Europe is very cheap and puts us in a very bad
situation. Our farmers are worse off, much worse off than before.
Either the WTO changes or it should get out of our area,“ says
Emma Candawa, representative of the Union of Smallholder
Farmers of Malawi, which has 50,000 members.

African countries point out that whereas Northern farmers are
protected by export subsidies, poor countries cannot afford to pay
export subsidies to their own farmers. The only protection measure
open to them is tariffs on imports – so it is unfair that these are
restricted by the AoA. 

Developing countries also point out that there has been no
“substantive and progressive reductions” in tariffs against their
processed agricultural products. Under this system, the higher the
degree of processing, the higher the tariff; this hinders processing in
developing countries. Cocoa beans might for example be allowed
into industrialised countries without attracting any tariff, while
cocoa powder would attract a tariff and chocolate bars a higher
tariff still.

Though the AoA recognises the need for positive discrimination
and contains references to “special and differential treatment” for
developing countries, this amounts to little more than slightly
extended periods for implementing agreements. Provisions such as
the “Marrakesh agreement” to compensate food-importing
developing countries for increased food bills that might result from
removal of subsidies, have not been implemented.

Proposals at the talks
The WTO’s Agriculture Committee has been meeting since March
2001 to consider reforms to the AoA, as agreed in the Uruguay
Round. Negotiations will continue in 2002, but progress will be
discussed at the Fourth Ministerial meeting in Qatar in November
2001. Disagreements between rich and poor countries on
agriculture were one of the chief reasons for the dramatic collapse
of the previous Ministerial meeting in Seattle in 1999. It remains to
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be seen whether these disagreements can be resolved in November.
African trade negotiators are developing a much stronger voice in
negotiations – in the words of one observer of an African
ministerial meeting in Cairo to plan a joint position in Qatar, “the
damaging impact of global trade agreements is fast radicalising
traditionally quiescent African trade negotiators”.46

There still appear to be many different proposals on the table at
the AoA talks, reflecting the very different experiences and
interests of different WTO member countries. 

A general concern of developing countries is to see real
implementation by developed countries of their commitments to
reduce support for domestic production and exports and to open
their markets to developed country exports. Many developing
countries will not discuss further liberalisation measures until they
are satisfied that the industrialised countries will take real steps to
rectify the imbalance in the AoA so far. 

Another major issue is that agriculture fulfils many functions
apart from being the subject of trade. “Non-trade concerns”
common to many countries include rural development, food
security, and protection of the environment. For some countries
(such as the EU) the list includes food safety and animal welfare.
Non-trade concerns cannot generally be satisfied through the
market, as they involve public goods whose costs are “external” to
market price mechanisms; so they require government intervention
to protect them. At issue is a fundamental question; what sort of
measures will countries be able to take to promote their non-trade
concerns without risking challenges from exporters that they are
obstructing free trade?

Among the different positions in the discussions are:

• The US wants further reduction of tariffs and export subsidies
(though it is accused by many developing countries of making
extensive use of export credits itself as an indirect means of
subsidising its own farmers). 

• The EU’s objectives are to reduce government support for
agriculture (though there is little sign yet of serious political
commitment to doing this itself); to implement special and
differential treatment for developing countries; and to gain
recognition of the “multifunctional nature” of agriculture. This
means that concerns such as sustainability, the environment,
rural development, food safety and animal welfare should be
legitimate grounds for regulation of trade and for non-trade
distorting support to agriculture. Many developing countries are
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suspicious of the “multifunctionality” idea, seeing it as a potential
excuse for new protectionist measures. 

• The Cairns Group of 18 net food-exporting countries (15
developing countries plus Australia, Canada and New Zealand)
wants the rapid elimination of export subsidies. The Group
accounts for a third of global agricultural exports. (The EU and
Japan are strongly opposed to this proposal, as they do not have
political backing for it from their highly protected agricultural
sectors).

• Net food-importing developing countries and the least-developed
countries want operationalisation of the “Marrakesh Decision”,
which would compensate them for higher world food prices
resulting from the reduction of subsidies in major food-producing
countries.

• The Africa Group has put forward a proposal which makes
strengthening of local production and food security the goal. It
includes: increased access for value-added goods (ie
manufactured goods rather than commodities or raw materials)
to rich country markets; support for agricultural productivity,
infrastructure and technology transfer to be allowed and not
subject to challenge; an end to export subsidies in developing
countries, because subsidised and cheap imports disrupt markets
for African local production; operationalising the “special and
differential treatment” provisions of the AoA; and recognition of
the extent to which African countries had already liberalised
before the AoA came into force.

• Some developing countries, including India, are calling for a
“Food Security Box”, or “Development Box”. Several non-
governmental organisations support such proposals, which are
for packages of exemptions to allow developing countries to
protect their poorest farmers. For example, allowing them to
raise tariffs on competing imports, especially of basic foodstuffs
grown and consumed in the country and maintaining support
payments such as subsidised transport. 

• Some non-governmental organisations in both the South and the
North are calling for agriculture to be taken out of the WTO.
“The WTO is a totally inappropriate institution for democratic
decision-making and policy formulation on important issues such
as food sovereignty, health and environmental legislation,
management of genetic resources, water, forestry and land, and
the organisation of agricultural markets,” believes Via
Campesina, a worldwide movement of peasant and family farm
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organisations. Local people must have the freedom to decide
such issues, they say. “Food sovereignty is the right of a people
and its nation to define their own agricultural and food policy,
which takes precedence over any macro economic policies. It is
the right of each nation to maintain and develop its capacity to
produce its basic food for a balanced diet, respecting cultural and
productive diversity.”46

Transnationals, TRIPs and TRIMs
Almost 70 per cent of world trade is between transnational
corporations (TNCs).47 All the major traded agricultural
commodities are dominated by a small number of TNCs. TNCs have
taken advantage of the opportunities afforded by trade
liberalisation and exerted a powerful influence on the WTO’s
agenda. While it is ministers and their officials who conduct
business at WTO meetings, representatives from major corporations
lobby for decisions which help their business, help to write position
papers and may even be part of official delegations. They can be
powerful enough to turn WTO member applications to their own
advantage – urging that a developing country wanting to join the
organisation should not be allowed in unless it does more to
liberalise its economy. Over the entry of China to the WTO, there
were reports of TNCs “lobbying for various measures” during
several accession negotiations.48

Two other WTO agreements have a bearing on food security. The
Trade-Related Intellectual Property Rights (TRIPs) agreement
standardises members’ laws for protection of intellectual property,
including a new requirement for intellectual property protection of
plant varieties. Supporters of TRIPs say it will encourage innovation
and encourage patent-holding companies (nearly all northern-
based) to invest in developing countries. Opponents fear that it will
increase the capacity of major corporations to profit from the
knowledge and resources of the poor, and increase their control
over agriculture in developing countries. 

The agreement on Trade-Related Investment Measures (TRIMs)
is intended to promote the free trade ideal whereby the most
efficient company wins the business. Under TRIMs, governments
cannot legislate to favour domestic companies over foreign
investors, or take measures to support their own industries’
development if these measures could be challenged by other
countries as a restraint on their trade. For example, a government
cannot require that hotels buy produce from local farmers, or insist
that foreign investors use local labour.
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“Let us remember the resolve we have taken, that within a
decade no child will go to bed hungry, that no family will

fear for its next day’s bread... history will judge the adequacy of 
our policies and actions in relation to this pledge.” These were 
brave words from the Secretary-General of a major world food
conference.

He was speaking in 1974.
Nearly three decades later, has anything changed? The world

“undoubtedly has the productive capacity to produce adequate
quantities of food for all”, says the FAO. But has it the will? The
signs are hardly encouraging. As noted in the introduction,
governments have not allocated the resources that are needed “to
achieve the eradication of hunger in all its dimensions”.

While, according to the FAO, the potential for achieving the
World Food Summit goal “remains good... it will require the
eradication of hunger be adopted as a specific objective nationally
and internationally within poverty reduction strategies”. 

“The lead must come from the families, communities and
countries where food insecurity is deepest, but their efforts must be
matched with reciprocal resource commitments by the
international community, provided through bilateral and
multilateral channels and civil society organisations,” it says.
“Getting rid of hunger is a precondition for success in poverty
alleviation.”49

The Summit is also likely to stress the need to incorporate food
security into future conferences such as Rio plus 10 in 2002.

There seem to be few signs, however, that governments are
listening. Not enough is being done to tackle hunger. While they
committed themselves to the World Food Summit target in 1996,
governments have cut their development aid to agriculture. In the
1990s, this fell as a proportion of overall development assistance,
“from about 20 per cent in the late 1980s to about 12 per cent
today... the declining support for agriculture is extremely damaging
to efforts to reduce poverty and hunger”.50

There is even a danger that the importance of ending hunger is
being seen by some governments as separate from rather than an
integral part of its poverty reduction strategies. Announcing its
intention to double lending for agricultural development to reduce
hunger, the World Bank’s Director for rural and agricultural

7 Prioritising hunger
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development said the Bank would first have to convince the
borrowing country governments: “Our clients aren’t saying that
agriculture is a high priority for them…We think this is because the
rural poor need a bigger political voice.”51

Equally important, critics say that the contradictions between
poverty and hunger and liberalisation are being ignored, especially
by rich country governments. And while the FAO appears
optimistic about progress, many nongovernmental organisations
are reporting that the food security situation is worse now than it
was in 1996 and that prospects are not good. 

“Talk of halving the number of hungry people in the world by
2015 is a pipe dream – at least in Kenya – where food production
has greatly been undermined by falling commodity prices and the
HIV/AIDS scourge that is sapping people’s production capacity,”
says Dorothy Kweyu Munyakho of Interlink Rural Information
Service in Kenya.52
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Through the leaves darkly: is halving hunger by 2015 just a pipe
dream?
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Other representatives from non-governmental organisations are
equally doubtful. The target cannot be met “unless rich nations
increase aid and lift crippling debt burdens,” says Harsh Mander,
director of Action Aid’s programme in India. Land reform and
universal primary education, he points out, are also vital for
tackling malnutrition.53

“The key issue on whether the World Food Summit target can be
achieved is the direction of agriculture. We need the kind of
agriculture that will allow the possibility of meeting the target. We
need changes in international trade rules that allow developing
countries to prioritise food security over trade,” believes Kevin
Blundell, a Christian Aid food policy specialist.54

In the 1996 World Food Summit declaration, governments
warned that hunger and food insecurity “are likely to persist, and
even increase dramatically... unless urgent, determined and
concerted action is taken”.

Governments need to heed their own warning. Against a
background of an unfavourable international economy, the target
will only be rescued by giving it much greater priority at both
national and international level and by genuine attention to the
wider issues that affect food security. If people go hungry today it is
at least partly because governments have decided to spend money
on, and give greater priority to, other things than hunger.

Further reading:
Three FAO papers, Fostering the Political Will to Fight Hunger,
Mobilising the Resources to Fight Hunger and New Challenges to the
Achievement of the World Food Summit Goals, examine the main
obstacles to reaching the World Food Summit goal and suggest
ways to overcome those obstacles. They can be accessed on:
www.fao.org/unfao/bodies/cfs/cfs27/cfs2001

A UK Food Group website has comprehensive information on
the summit: www.ukabc.org/wfs+5.htm
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International organisations

Food and Agriculture Organisation (FAO)
The largest specialised agency in the United Nations system, the
Rome-based Food and Agriculture Organisation is the lead agency
for agriculture, forestry, fisheries and rural development and the
organiser of the 1996 and this year’s Food Summits. FAO has a
mandate to raise levels of nutrition and standards of living, to
improve agricultural productivity, and to better the condition of
rural populations. www.fao.org

International Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD)
The UN’s Rome-based International Fund for Agricultural
Development (IFAD) was set up following a World Food
Conference in 1974 and given a mandate of combating hunger and
rural poverty in low-income food-deficit countries. It gives loans
and makes grants to increase food production and improve the
nutritional levels of the poorest peoples. www.ifad.org

World Food Programme (WFP)
The largest international food aid organisation, the Rome-based
WFP describes itself as “the frontline United Nations organisation
fighting to eradicate world hunger”. WFP says that its mission is: 
1) to save the lives of people caught up in humanitarian crises,
through Food-For-Life; 2) to support the most vulnerable people at
the most critical times of their lives, through Food-For-Growth; and
3) to help the hungry poor become self-reliant and build assets,
through Food-For-Work. www.wfp.org

World Bank
The Washington-based World Bank, like its sister organisation the
International Monetary Fund, was set up in 1945. Probably the
most controversial of all development agencies, the Bank funds
projects in developing countries, tending to favour the large-scale.
It is especially visible for its funding of export crop expansion and
for large dam schemes. www.worldbank.org
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