Focus on food


THE UN-sponsored Rome summit on the global food crisis has called for the reduction of trade barriers and the scrapping of food export bans to stop the spread of hunger that threatens nearly one billion people. The billions that are being spent by rich countries on farm subsidies as well as the diversion of food crops for making biofuel also came under severe criticism. The price of major edible commodities has doubled over the last couple of years, with rice, corn and wheat at record highs. This has provoked protests and riots in some developing countries where people are spending more than half their income on food. The World Bank and aid agencies have estimated that soaring food prices could push as many as 100m more people into hunger. About 850m are already hungry. UN Secretary General Ban Ki-moon has estimated the ‘global price tag’ to overcome the food crisis would be $15-20bn a year and that food supply had to rise 50 per cent by the year 2030 to meet the escalating demand. While offering more than 300,000 tonnes of imported rice held by Japan, Prime Minister Yasuo Fukuda urged fellow leaders to release excess stocks of food to ease shortages in poorer countries. Surprisingly, no one at this summit mentioned the role of the handful of multinational grain distributors that control almost the entire world food market and hike up prices by adding their own monopolistic component.

For years reformers have advocated freer food trade on the grounds that the rich world’s subsidies depress prices and hurt rural areas in poor countries, where three-quarters of the world’s indigent live. But now, high food prices are being blamed for hurting the poor. This seeming incongruity in the two positions is now being used by the spin doctors of the rich world to argue that since subsidies keep food prices depressed, it would be disastrous to remove them at this juncture when world food prices are skyrocketing. Their solution: remove all barriers against the import of these subsidised foods from rich countries and hunger will vanish. Nothing could be more absurd. All trade barriers against food imports should certainly come down. But along with this, farm subsidies in rich countries should also go. This would establish a free trade regime for food in the true sense of the term and enable the predominantly rural countries to compete with the rich in the world food markets, thereby facilitating the transfer of resources from the rich consuming countries to poor producer countries. And meanwhile, the UN should set up a commission to probe the shenanigans of the multinational grain traders who are known to have consigned many food-producing poor countries to perpetual poverty by buying cheap and selling at exorbitant margins.

