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Pakistan should align itself with groups seeking to put in place an alternative food sovereignty programme giving precedence to small producers. Instead, our government decided to join the Cairns group of 19 agricultural exporting countries, which seek greater access for their commodities to agro-importing markets

Despite all the advancement it brought, the past century has not been able to address adequately the needs of small farmers, who comprise a significant proportion of the global rural populace. How small-scale farmers have been ignored by development efforts in the past, and how the ongoing process of globalisation is applying further pressures on them, is going to be the focus of this article.

It is said that the process of industrialisation has primarily been carried out on the backs of rural populations. Unfortunately, a perusal of economic development strategies pursued by different countries provides ample evidence for this assertion. In countries like the US, a combination of economies of scale, capital-intensive technology and the market mechanism have allowed large corporations to dominate agricultural production. While big-business dynamics in capitalist societies like the US served to confine small and medium farmers to a marginal role in production, state repression in the former Soviet block compelled them to give up their independent identity to join the ranks of homogenised workers on collective farms. 

Even in Asia, most government policies have placed the burden of industrialisation on the peasantry. In Taiwan and South Korea, land reforms did initially trigger prosperity in the countryside during the 1950s. But a shift to export-led industrialisation during the next decade created a major demand for low-wage industrial labour, so prices of agricultural goods were deliberately depressed to free up labour for industrial production. The resulting stagnation of the agricultural sector caused massive urban migrations to in turn supply cheap labour for factories. In the Philippines and Thailand, industry-first strategies are considered to have led to similar policies. 

The experiences of poor farmers in China are also revealing. Millions of peasants died of starvation during the ‘Great Leap Forward’, when the grain surplus was requisitioned to finance Mao’s industrialisation drive. After Mao’s death in 1976, Deng Xiaoping diluted the concept of collective farming by putting in place a household contract responsibility system, which at least gave each farming family a piece of land and the right to sell leftover produce after a fixed proportion was sold to the government at a state-determined price. This more flexible policy enabled greater peasant prosperity that even stimulated industrial production by increasing rural demand. 

But the subsequent adoption of urban-centred and export-oriented policies then began requisitioning peasant surpluses through heavy taxation. Currently, different tiers of the Chinese government extract nearly 15 percent of a farmers’ income. It is thus no surprise that urban dwellers in China on average make six times the income of peasants, which in turn has created a massive social divide in the country. Moreover, the increasing pressure to liberalise trade by allowing in cheap agricultural products, is feared to further increase the rift between rural and urban China. 

It is not only in China that the protection offered to local farmers from cheaper imports is being eroded. Yet, not all countries are opening up their agricultural markets in unison. In the first decade of the WTO, the level of subsidisation of agriculture actually increased in the developed world. The US and the EU spent almost $10 billion more on subsidies in the early 2000s, in comparison to a decade earlier. These massive subsidies in turn began distorting global agricultural prices, due to which developing country agriculture is becoming increasingly non-competitive, particularly for the smaller farmers. 

Countries like Indonesia, for example, have seen a huge expansion of commercial plantations at the expense of countless small rice farmers. In Sri Lanka on the other hand, poultry farmers have begun staging street demonstrations to protest against chicken imports that are driving them out of business. Economists like Utsa Patnaik blame falling farm produce prices for the collapse of rural livelihoods and a rapid decline in consumption of food grains by an average Indian family. An estimated 100,000 farmers in India have taken their lives owing to collapsing prices stemming from rising imports. In 2004, a rural backlash against the Indian agrarian distress led to the unexpected defeat of the BJP-led ruling coalition. 

India’s rural electoral revolt was part of a global phenomenon of discontent with impacts of trade liberalisation on agriculture, which has led to the formation of several international coalitions as well. The Group of 20 began demanding no more concessions in terms of market access if no significant reductions were made in unfair domestic support for agriculture. The Group of 33 in turn argued that certain products considered vital to agricultural production and employment in developing countries should be exempted from tariff liberalisation. When the EU and the US refused to compromise on these issues, the WTO’s Fifth Ministerial Meeting in Cancun in 2003 collapsed. The Ministerial Declaration of the Sixth Ministerial Meeting of the WTO in Hong Kong in December 2005 recognised these rights of developing countries. However, the US’s backtracking on this commitment as well as its refusal to significantly reduce its domestic subsidies again led to the collapse of the Doha Round of negotiations in July 2006. 

A Bangkok-based research institute, Focus on the Global South, claims that small farmers are slowly being transforming onto a politically conscious class. Formation of entities like Via Campesina, an international federation of farmers, provides testimony for this claim. There are even sub-regional farmers networks being formed, like the South Asia Agricultural Group, which also aims to network against corporate-dominated industrial farming. Such groups are seeking to put in place an alternative food sovereignty programme giving precedence to small producers. 

It is with groups like these that developing countries like Pakistan need to align themselves. Instead, our government decided to join the Cairns group of 19 agricultural exporting countries, which seek greater access for their commodities to agro-importing markets, despite the concessions their own agricultural sector would have to make to qualify for this access. 

The prospect of boosting short-term economic growth through export earnings should not make our policy makers draw back from the more fundamental need of protecting the interests of half the country’s population, that relies, directly or indirectly, on undertaking local agricultural production.
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