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The global food crisis and the EU:  
how to rescue a system that failed 
 
Olivier De Schutter 
 
 
 
 
1. The global food crisis: a diagnosis 
 
The world has experienced during the past year the dramatic conse-
quences of the volatility of food prices on the international markets. 
During the first three months of 2008, international nominal prices for 
all major food commodities reached their highest levels in nearly 50 
years, while prices in real terms were the highest in nearly 30 years. 
Social unrest developed in over forty countries as a result. The number 
of people going hungry has dramatically increased in 2007-2008: 
approximately 970 million people are hungry in the world today, 
compared with 848 million in 2003-2005. And this number will very 
probably not diminish as a result of lower prices in the immediate 
future, especially since a return to lower prices means that one of the 
most vulnerable categories – small-scale farmers, who constitute 50 % 
of the hungry – will be even further marginalised and, in some cases, 
forced to abandon farming.  
 
The policies pursued by OECD countries, both in the past and today, are 
directly responsible for this state of affairs. The global food crisis should 
have led us to fundamentally rethink a system of agricultural production 
and distribution which has failed to alleviate hunger. But, as the 
reactions of the EU have shown, it has not. We seem unable not only to 
think outside the dominant paradigm, but even to understand certain 
basic facts about hunger and where it stems from. We seem unable to 
see food as human right: instead, we believe that seeing it as a 
commodity will solve the problem. It will not. 
 
The EU has responded actively, and with impressive means, to the 
challenge of the global food crisis. But its answers, like those of the 
international community as a whole, are based on an incomplete diagnosis. 
The standard approach is to consider that the crisis confronts us with the 
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question of whether, in the future, agriculture will be able to feed the 
planet. Population growth, combined with the switch to more protein-
rich diets in a large proportion of developing countries which are 
succeeding in their fight against poverty, increases the pressure on the 
supply side of the global equation. Climate change is, in addition, 
threatening the ability of entire regions, particularly regions living from 
rainfed agriculture, to maintain current levels of agricultural production. 
In sub-Saharan Africa, as well as in Eastern Asia and South Asia, climate 
change will affect rainfall, increase the frequency of droughts and average 
temperatures, and threaten the availability of fresh water for agricultural 
production. The UNDP reports an estimate according to which, by 2080, 
the number of additional people at risk of hunger could reach 600 
million, as a direct result of climate change (UNDP, 2007: 90; citing 
Warren et al., 2006). In sub-Saharan Africa, arid and semi-arid areas are 
projected to increase by 60-90 million hectares, and the Intergovernmental 
Panel on Climate Change has estimated that in southern Africa yields 
from rainfed agriculture could be reduced by up to 50 % between 2000 
and 2020 (IPCC, 2007: Chapter 9). Another study estimates that, while 
losses in agricultural production in a number of developing countries, 
particularly in sub-Saharan Africa, could be partially compensated by 
gains in other regions, the overall result could be a decrease of at least 
3 % in productive capacity by the 2080s. But the losses could be 16 % if 
the anticipated carbon fertilisation effects fail to materialise, so that ‘a 
prudent range for impact on global agricultural capacity by the 2080s (...) 
[could] lie in the range of reductions of 10 to 25 %’, with the most severe 
losses in agricultural productivity being located in developing countries, 
particularly in Africa and Latin America (Cline, 2007: 96)1.  
 
The first challenge, then, is to produce more to meet growing needs. 
There is no doubt that considerable efforts must be made in this 
direction. We cannot stop here, however. For another and equally 
important challenge has to do with accessibility of food for the poor and 
the marginalised. Producing more food will not assist them in 
purchasing food if their incomes remain too low.  

                                                                 
 
1.  See also Lobell et al. (2008) showing, on the basis of an analysis of climate risks for crops in 

12 food-insecure regions, that South Asia and southern Africa are two regions which, without 
sufficient adaptation measures, will likely suffer negative impacts on several crops that are 
important to large food-insecure human populations. 
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Who are the hungry? The majority of hungry people in the world are 
located in developing countries, live in rural areas, and depend on 
agriculture directly or indirectly for their livelihoods. They are hungry 
because they are poor: they are mostly net buyers of food2, and their 
incomes, which are on average significantly lower than those of non-
rural populations3, are insufficient to buy food which they do not 
produce themselves. 50 % of the hungry are smallholders, living off 
2 hectares of cropland or less. 20 % are landless labourers. 10 % are 
pastoralists, fisherfolk and forest users. The remaining 20 % are the 
urban poor (UN Millennium Project, 2005: 6). Any reform to the food 
system which does not benefit these categories is likely, far from 
solving it, to lead to further violations of the right to food.  
 
Our challenge today is not simply to produce more food. It is to 
produce it in a way which preserves the environment, particularly by 
reducing the amount of greenhouse gas emissions which contribute to 
global warming; and it is to organise such production so that it raises 
the incomes of those who are, today, most food insecure – smallscale 
farmers and agricultural labourers in developing countries –, and so 
that it allows States to adequately protect the urban poor. Nothing 
short of a fundamental revision of the current system of food production 
and distribution is required. Commendable as they are, the answers 
provided by the EU remain short-term. They strengthen the existing 
system, when what is needed is to revise it. And they are guided by 
technocratic approaches, which ignore the need to treat hunger as the 
result of social inequalities and North-South imbalances. 
 
 

                                                                 
 
2.  The World Bank (2007: 109, box 4.7.) compares the representation among poor smallholders 

of net buyers of food, people who are self-sufficient, and net sellers: in all seven countries 
surveyed (Bolivia, Ethiopia, Bangladesh, Zambia, Cambodia, Madagascar and Vietnam), the 
first two categories are a strong majority among poor smallholders. 

3. Aksoy (2005: 17-19) noting that ‘[o]n average, farmers are poorer than nonfarmers in 
developing countries (…). In all developing countries, rural households have lower average 
incomes than nonrural households. The ratio of rural incomes to nonrural incomes ranges 
from 40 to 75 %, a relationship that remains consistent across groups of developing 
countries’. 
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2.  The EU’s answers 
 
The EU’s initial responses to the sharp increases in food prices on the 
international markets consisted in seeking to limit price volatility on 
agricultural markets by alleviating the tension between supply and 
demand. This led to the adoption of measures such as the sale of 
intervention stocks, the reduction in export refunds, the removal of the 
set-aside requirement for 2008 – a measure which is predicted to free 
up around 2.9 million hectares for grain production and increase this 
year’s harvest by around 10 million tonnes –, the increase in milk 
quotas, and the suspension of import duties on cereals. In June 2008, 
the European Council announced its intention to continue to move 
towards a more ‘market-oriented’ Common Agricultural Policy, making 
farmers more responsive to price changes (European Council, 2008). 
These reactions were premised on the idea that the volatile prices are 
the result of an inability of supply to react to market signals; and that, 
by freeing up supply, the underlying tensions would be removed.  
 
A similar diagnosis guided the initiatives adopted by the EU in order to 
help developing countries cope with the global food crisis. These 
initiatives relate to three main issues, which were central to international 
discussions on the global food crisis in 2008. They are: the development 
of bio- or agrofuels, i.e., the use of plants such as palm oil, rapeseed, 
maize or sugar cane, to produce bio-ethanol or bio-diesel, particularly for 
transport; the attempt to complete successfully the Doha round of 
negotiations within the World Trade Organisation; and the establishment 
of a new fund to support agriculture in developing countries.  
 
These are welcome initiatives. But they all stop short of putting forward 
structural solutions to the crisis. They avoid tackling the real imbalances 
of power in the food production and distribution chain, between large 
economic actors and small-scale producers, and between industrialised 
and developing countries. They do not question existing consumption 
patterns. In sum, they seek to rescue a system which has failed and will 
fail again, stopping short of addressing the structural causes of the 
crisis and changing the dominant paradigm. 
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3. Towards sustainability in the production and 
consumption of agrofuels 

 
The promotion of an increased use of agrofuels as a substitute for fossil 
fuels in the transport sector has played a significant role in the global 
food crisis4, by contributing significantly to raising the prices of certain 
agricultural commodities on international markets5. The IMF has 
estimated that the increased demand for biofuels accounted for 70 % of 
the increase in maize prices and 40 % of the increase in soybean prices 
(Lipsky, 2008). A July 2008 study on the factors having led to the 
increase in internationally traded food prices from January 2002 to 
June 2008 concluded that ‘the most important’ of these was the large 
increase in biofuels production from grains and oilseeds in the US and 
the EU: it estimated that, while energy prices and related increases in 
fertiliser prices as well as the weak dollar could explain 25-30 % of the 
increase in food commodity prices, the remaining 70-75 % could be 
attributed to agrofuels production, taking into account the fact that 
increased demand for agrofuels has attracted speculative investment by 
non-commercial investors in food commodities (Mitchell, 2008).  
 
The consequences of the price impacts of the sudden increase in 
demand for agrofuels should not be underestimated. For each 
percentage point increase in the real price of staple foods, the number 
of people suffering from undernourishment increases by 16 million 
(Rosegrant et al., 2006). Indeed, the food crops currently used to 
produce ethanol are also the crops that form the largest part of the diet 
of poor people, as maize, sugarcane, soy, cassava, palm oil and sorghum 
provide around 30 % of mean calorie consumption by people living in 
chronic hunger (Naylor et al., 2007: 41). It is true that, if they can 

                                                                 
 
4. A detailed analysis is presented in my report to the Human Rights Council on the global food 

crisis: see ‘Building resilience: a human rights framework for world food and nutrition 
security’, report to the Human Rights Council in accordance with Resolution S-7/1, adopted 
by the Human Rights Council on 22 May 2008 at its Special Session on the global food crisis 
(UN doc.A/HRC/9/23, 8 September 2008). See also Eide (2008).  

5. An IFPRI study suggests price increases of between 16 and 43 % at best and between 30 and 
76 % at worst, depending upon the commodity (Rosegrant et al., 2006; see also Cohen et al., 
2008). Others consider that in the medium term, when markets operate well, the impact on 
prices will be lower, averaging 5 % for most crops, although with significantly higher 
increases for certain feedstock crops like oilseeds, maize and sugar cane (The Gallagher 
Review of the indirect effects of biofuels production, The Renewable Fuels Agency, July 
2008, pp.57-58).  
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benefit rural households which are net food sellers and if net food 
buyers are protected by targeted measures aimed at increasing their 
purchasing power, an increase in the demand for primary agricultural 
commodities and the resulting increase in prices may have benevolent 
effects, particularly in a dynamic perspective. Under current conditions 
however, the negative impacts far outweigh the positive ones. There are 
three reasons for this.  
 
First, in many developing countries, governments were unprepared to 
face the sudden price rises, whose impact could not be cushioned in the 
absence of sufficiently robust safety nets shielding net food buyers from 
higher prices. Second, the production of agrofuels (particularly of 
bioethanol, which currently constitutes the largest proportion) tends to 
reinforce land concentration and the development of large-scale 
agricultural holdings, it places additional pressure on smallholders, and 
is a threat to the use of land by indigenous peoples. It increases the 
competition for cropland and for water resources, and represents a 
threat to biodiversity. Though it may create employment (although this 
should be weighed against the risk of livelihoods being destroyed as a 
result of the development of agrofuels production), labour conditions in 
the large plantations which are typical of the agrofuels industry are 
often exploitative. Third, while the demand for agrofuels is in the 
industrialised countries, the production of agrofuels is more efficient 
and cost-effective in developing countries, given their natural 
comparative advantage of producing them in the absence of market-
distorting measures. In these countries, agrofuels encourage a form of 
economic development based on the expansion of cash crops for export. 
This may further pit the interests of a small minority of actors 
producing such export crops against the interests both of other 
agricultural producers and of other population groups, the result of 
which may be further inflation of food prices.  
 
Under current conditions therefore, the development of agrofuels for 
transport is not sustainable. Yet this development takes various forms 
and it would be irresponsible to condemn them out of hand. Bioenergy 
production to meet domestic needs and limit dependency on expensive 
oil imports cannot be likened to large-scale agrofuel production for 
export purposes; bioethanol produced from sugarcane cannot be 
likened to bioethanol produced from maize, or from other crops such as 
cassava, wheat, sweet sorghum and sugar beet, and biodiesel produced 
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from rapeseed oil cannot be treated on a par with biodiesel from palm 
oil or from soybean oil. Indeed, not only should distinctions be made 
between different plants used as feed for fuel; in order to evaluate the 
impacts on the right to food, the production methods used in each 
industry should be taken into account, since they have different impacts 
on the creation of employment, on the environment, and on food 
security.  
 
Therefore, rather than dismissing outright the use of liquid agrofuels in 
the transport sector (or even that of energy from biomass as a whole, as 
an alternative to reliance on fossil fuels), I propose that we seek to 
achieve a consensus on international guidelines covering the production 
and consumption of agrofuels. In addition to environmental standards, 
such guidelines should incorporate the requirements of human rights 
instruments, particularly as regards the right to adequate food, the right 
to adequate housing – given the risks of forced evictions and displacements 
for the production of agrofuels –, the rights of workers (including in 
particular the right to fair pay and to a healthy working environment), 
the rights of indigenous peoples, and women’s rights. The international 
community has recognised the need to make progress towards such a 
consensus at international level, particularly in the Final Declaration of 
the High-Level Conference on World Food Security: The Challenges of 
Climate Change and Bioenergy, convened in Rome on 3-5 June 20086.  
 
It is in this broader context that the reactions of the EU should be 
evaluated. In June 2008, at the height of the global food crisis, the 
European Council recognised the need to evaluate the environmental 
and social impacts of the production and consumption of agrofuels, and 
to develop sustainability criteria for the production of first-generation 
agrofuels (European Council, 2008: para. 30). At the time, the 
European Commission had already proposed the adoption of a directive 
on the use of energy from renewable sources, to establish an overall 
binding target of a 20 % share of renewable energy sources in energy 
consumption and a 10 % binding minimum target for biofuels in 

                                                                 
 
6. See para. 7(f), of the Declaration, calling upon ‘relevant inter-governmental organizations, 

including FAO, within their mandates and areas of expertise, with the involvement of 
national governments, partnerships, the private sector, and civil society, to foster a coherent, 
effective and results-oriented international dialogue on biofuels in the context of food 
security and sustainable development needs’. 
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transport to be achieved by each Member State (CEC, 2008). This was 
seen as a contribution to restricting emissions of greenhouse gases, 
responsible for climate change, as well as a way to enhance the energy 
security of the EU, since it would become less dependent on increasingly 
volatile conventional sources of energy. A 2003 directive (European 
Parliament and Council of the European Union, 2003) had already 
sought to promote the use of biofuels or other renewable fuels for 
transport, setting a target of 5.75 % of biofuels in all petrol and diesel 
for transport placed on the market by 31 December 2010. But that 
target was considered unlikely to be achieved: the expectations were for 
a share of about 4.2 %, which made it necessary to renew and 
strengthen this commitment. The 2008 proposal included binding 
obligations on Member States regarding the sustainability of biofuels 
and other bioliquids. The harmonisation of such criteria would ensure 
at the same time that no criteria adopted individually by Member States 
would result in obstacles to trade between Member States. 
 
A compromise was reached on the proposal of the European Commission 
in December 2008. The compromise confirms the target of at least 10 % 
of renewables in the transport sector by 2020. The so-called ‘second-
generation’ biofuels produced from waste, residues, or non-food 
cellulosic and ligno-cellulosic biomass will be double-credited towards 
that target. In addition, in order to be counted, biofuels must save at 
least 35 % of greenhouse gas emissions compared to fossil fuels7; 
biofuels produced from certain types of land are excluded, because they 
result in direct land-use change, i.e. rainforest destruction; and the 
Commission should develop a methodology by 2010 to measure the 
greenhouse gas emissions caused by indirect land use changes8. Corporate 
environmental impact reporting requirements, addressing other effects 
on the environment, such as on the soil, water and air, will also be 
introduced. There will also be reports on the recovery of depleted land, 
social aspects, food prices and land use rights. 
 

                                                                 
 
7. From 2017 the greenhouse gas emission savings of existing installations must be at least 

50 %, those of new installations at least 60 %. 
8. Indirect land changes occur when crops for biofuels production are grown in areas which 

have previously been used to grow a food crop and this food crop production then moves to 
other areas which were not in use before, thus leading to conversion of forests to agriculture. 
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This compromise anticipates on the development of criteria set at global 
level, which – since they would be negotiated with developing countries, 
particularly agrofuels-producing countries – would avoid the accusation 
of protectionism. Whether it will prove satisfactory remains to be seen. 
Monitoring of the macro-economic impacts of the increased demand for 
agrofuels, as provided for in the compromise reached in the renewable 
energy directive, is particularly weak and may prove ineffective. The 
hopes put in second-generation agrofuels may be misplaced, given the 
substantial water volumes required for these agrofuels, as well as the 
usefulness of agricultural residues or ‘waste’ for the fertilisation of soils. 
Even more importantly, from the point of view of the impact of the 
development of agrofuels production on food security, what matters is 
not only food prices – i.e. the higher prices for food commodities on the 
international markets which may result from increased demand for 
certain crops, particularly when stocks are low, as they were during the 
last quarter of 2007 and the first quarter of 2008. It is equally crucial to 
monitor the impact on the structure of revenues in the agricultural 
sector of developing countries. Due to weather conditions and lower 
wages, developing countries in principle have a strong comparative 
advantage in the production of agrofuels. As a rule, however, crops for 
fuel are produced by large agricultural producers, or by multinational 
companies owning or renting land in developing countries, and 
smallscale farmers are not involved in such production. But, as 
explained above, it is this segment of the population which is most food 
insecure. If we wish to combat climate change by encouraging a shift 
away from the use of fossil fuels and towards renewable energy sources, 
while at the same time combating food insecurity, a priority should be 
to increase the incomes of smallholders in developing countries. Simply 
encouraging the development of monocultures for export, when this 
will benefit primarily large-scale producers who already reap most of 
the benefits from improved access to the markets of industrialised 
countries, may in fact increase inequalities in developing countries, 
rather than reducing them.  
 
The review of the renewable energy directive is illustrative of a tendency 
within the EU to avoid making hard choices, which would entail 
revising our current modes of consumption in order to move towards 
other, more sustainable modes of development. Devising a sustainable 
response to our energy needs should begin by asking how to reduce 
these needs; how to discourage the use of individual cars instead of 
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public transportation, and of road transport instead of rail. Similarly, if 
we intend to encourage poverty-reducing strategies in developing 
countries, we should not simply see them as providers of raw materials 
for our high-value markets, resulting in a system of international trade 
which locks them into the production of low-value-added commodities 
and results in increased inequalities at local level: we should take 
seriously the impacts of international trade on those inequalities, and 
develop forms of trade which can reduce them, instead of taking the 
risk that they will worsen further.  
 
 
4. International trade negotiations and the ‘Global 

Europe’ agenda 
 
As the global food crisis unfolded in the first quarter of 2008, a number 
of governments called for swift completion of the Doha round of trade 
negotiations, launched in November 2001 under the auspices of the 
World Trade Organisation. This, it was suggested, would constitute a 
powerful incentive to boost the supply of agricultural products, thus 
alleviating the tensions on the international markets which led to the 
price spikes of late 2007 and early 2008.  
 
This will only be the case, however, if the final agreement reached at the 
WTO fully takes into account the specific needs of developing countries, 
and is combined with measures addressing the non-trade concerns 
which, all too often, trade negotiators neglect to take into consideration. 
In its resolution of 22 May 2009 on the global food crisis, the European 
Parliament stressed that ‘the opening up of agricultural markets needs 
to be progressive, in accordance with the development progress of each 
individual developing country and based on socially fair and 
environmentally sound trade rules’; it further noted that ‘sensitive 
products that are basic needs for people in developing countries or of 
particular importance to food security and rural development in 
developing countries should be excluded from full liberalisation in 
order to prevent irreversible damage to local producers’, and that ‘the 
EU must promote a preferential and asymmetric system in trade 
negotiations with developing countries in order to allow them to keep 
certain supply-management and other development tools in their 
markets’ (European Parliament, 2008: para. 34).  
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In order to grasp the importance of this recommendation, we need to 
understand the relationship between trade liberalisation in agriculture 
and food security. There should be no doubt that the existing 
distortions in the global trading system are responsible for much of the 
current imbalance. Tariff and non-tariff barriers to the access of 
developing countries’ agricultural products to the markets of 
industrialised countries, coupled with heavily distorting subsidies 
benefiting agricultural producers in the OECD countries, have 
artificially lowered agricultural commodity prices on the international 
markets – which have been structurally declining since the early 1980s 
– and have discouraged investment in the agricultural sector of 
developing countries.  
 
Yet it does not follow that a deepening of the reform programme under 
the WTO Agreement on Agriculture constitutes a solution to the current 
widespread food insecurity9. That reform programme rests on three 
pillars: increased market access for agricultural products, through the 
removal of all quantitative restrictions or other non-tariff measures 
except those justified by health and safety reasons, and the subsequent 
lowering of tariffs; a reduction in the level of domestic support 
[calculated through the ‘Aggregate Measure of Support’ (AMS) 
concept], although ‘blue box’ measures (direct payments made against 
production-reducing commitments) and ‘green box’ measures (publicly-
funded government programmes not involving transfers from consumers 
or price support to farmers) are exempted from such reduction 
commitments; and the reduction of export subsidies, with a view to their 
phasing out by 2013.  
 
At the time of writing, the Doha round of trade negotiations still has not 
been concluded. It is stumbling in particular over the discussions 
around the trade-distorting impacts of various forms of domestic 
support provided by developed countries to their farmers, and over the 
special safeguard measure which a number of developing countries 
insist on including in the agreement. Yet one might question whether or 
not the successful completion of these talks will result in a sustainable 
answer to the global food crisis. It is clear that agricultural production 

                                                                 
 
9. For details, see my report presented to the Human Rights Council session of March 2009, 

following my mission to the World Trade Organisation (A/HRC/10/005/Add.2). 
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needs to be encouraged, particularly in sub-Saharan Africa, where 
productivity has stagnated in recent years and where – largely as a 
result of the inequitable multilateral trade rules – too little has been 
invested in this sector. But incentivising agricultural production 
through more international trade has a number of hidden social costs 
which should be taken into account in future reforms: only if these costs 
are minimised can its net impact on food security be positive.  
 
The deepening of the Doha reform programme in respect of agriculture 
will only be compatible with the need to ensure food security if 
developing countries are allowed more flexibility, particularly in order 
to shield their agricultural producers from competition from industrialised 
countries’ farmers. Even after the removal of existing trade-distorting 
measures, which currently are disproportionately benefiting developed 
countries, the productivity per active labourer in agriculture will remain 
much lower in developing countries, on average, than in developed 
countries. In 2006, agricultural labour productivity in LDCs was just 
46 % of the level in other developing countries and below 1 % of the 
level in developed countries. In addition, these massive differences in 
productivity are increasing: labour productivity grew by only 18 % in 
LDCs between 1983 and 2003, by 41 % in other developing countries 
and by 62 % in developed countries (United Nations, 2006: 137). In 
agriculture even more than in other sectors, therefore, developing 
countries should benefit from special and differential treatment. 
 
But even this will not suffice. In a regime with lower trade barriers, 
States may find that it may be cheaper to import certain goods, such as 
processed foods, than to produce them locally, and they may therefore 
increase their dependency on imports for feeding their populations. 
This not only creates a risk that the arrival of cheap imports on 
domestic markets will threaten the livelihoods of local producers, when 
they are unable to compete. It may also adversely affect the ability of 
developing countries to ensure that food is available at affordable prices 
for their populations when prices undergo increases on international 
markets. In such circumstances, net food-importing countries may 
experience balance of payments problems: the difficulties these 
countries encountered through the period of 2007-2008, when these 
prices rose significantly, provided a vivid illustration of this risk.  
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This vulnerability of net food-importing countries is not offset by the 
ability of these countries to export commodities in order to acquire the 
foreign currency required to finance their imports: on the contrary, the 
increased specialisation of each country in the international division of 
labour may make them more vulnerable to price fluctuations. The 
example of sub-Saharan Africa is illustrative. Due in part to the highly 
penalising structure of tariffs in OECD countries through tariff peaks 
and tariff escalation and, in part, to the presence on international 
markets of highly subsidised foods produced in industrial countries, 
sub-Saharan Africa has remained dependent on traditional non-fuel 
primary commodity exports such as coffee, cotton, cocoa, tobacco, tea 
and sugar, and has been fundamentally unable to develop into an 
exporter of processed food10. The result is that the dependency of these 
countries on imports for the food they consume increased, just as their 
export revenues declined.  
 
Specialisation according to comparative advantage thus leads to two 
forms of dependency: first, for the acquisition of foreign currency, on 
the value of exports; second, for the ability of countries to feed their 
populations, on the price of imports. As long as primary commodity 
prices remain volatile, therefore, it is particularly risky to encourage 
countries to achieve food security by means of international trade – by 
recommending that they produce whichever commodity in which they 
have a comparative advantage, and that they buy on international 
markets what they do not consequently produce themselves. As regards 
food commodities, price volatility is expected to further worsen in the 
future, particularly as a result of climate change. In the absence of 
commodity stabilisation agreements or other insurance mechanisms, 
developing countries should be warned against sacrificing their long-
term interest in building a robust agricultural sector able to feed their 
own populations, to their short-term interest in buying cheap food on 
international markets.  
 
Nor are the risks associated with increased price volatility the only negative 
effect of seeking to achieve food security by relying on international 
trade. There are also consequences at the micro-economic level, due to 

                                                                 
 
10. South Africa, the largest African exporter of processed food, had a global market share of 

only 1 % in the period 2000-2005 (OECD, 2008).  
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the shape of global food supply chains. Increased cross-border trade in 
agricultural products implies that, as food production is reorientated 
towards serving foreign rather than domestic markets, the role of 
transnational corporations – commodity traders, food processors and 
global retailers – increases. This constitutes a source of dependency for 
the farmers who supply them. That dependency is further heightened 
by the fact that, in order to comply with the standards of global retailers, 
farmers wishing to be included in global supply chains must use external 
inputs, including improved varieties of seeds, often owned by companies 
which occupy an oligopolistic position on the market. As a result, the 
farming sector is increasingly divided between one segment which has 
access to high-value markets and therefore to the best technologies, 
inputs, credit, public support and political influence, and another 
segment which is left to serve only low-value domestic markets, and is 
comparatively neglected and marginalised, particularly as new tastes are 
introduced through international trade which they cannot satisfy. 
 
Finally, reliance on international trade in order to achieve food security 
cannot ignore its impact on the environment. Long production chains 
imply long transport distances. Intensive modes of agricultural 
production also lead to accelerated soil depletion, groundwater 
pollution, and adverse impacts on human and animal health. While the 
gradual switch to more intensive forms of agricultural production 
cannot be attributed directly to increased global trade in agricultural 
commodities, this is nevertheless a trend which is encouraged when 
countries specialise in cash crops for export. In addition, there are 
public health aspects to this transformation. Partly as a result of tariff 
escalation in developed countries, developing countries mostly export 
commodities, including fresh fruit and vegetables, and they import 
processed foods from developed countries. This has led to shifts in 
dietary habits in developing countries, whose populations increasingly 
consume ‘western’ diets rich in salt, sugar and fat. Higher rates of 
obesity have resulted, as well as diseases such as heart disease and type 2 
diabetes.  
 
In sum, specialisation by countries according to the opportunities 
created by international trade liberalisation will only result in enhanced 
food security if certain preconditions are created. Affirmative measures 
should be taken to ensure that smallscale farmers, who are the most 
vulnerable to food insecurity, will benefit from such reforms – otherwise 
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their marginalisation will increase. Industrialised countries should 
regulate the activities of the large food processors and retailers – or the 
imbalances in the global food supply chain will worsen, and even as 
consumer prices go up, the farm gate prices unorganised smallscale 
producers receive for their crops will remain too low even to make 
farming affordable, not to mention to ensure a decent livelihood for 
farmers11. Measures should be taken to limit the volatility of prices on 
the agricultural markets, and to ensure that prices are both sufficiently 
remunerative for producers and affordable for consumers. Only by 
being more adequately regulated can international trade work for 
development and for food security.  
 
As Paul Collier writes, it serves no useful purpose to label a round of 
trade negotiations a ‘development round’ if the partners still continue to 
push forward their own interests in their bargaining positions: ‘You 
might as well label tomorrow’s trading on eBay a “development round”‘ 
(Collier, 2007: 171). For the moment, the positions adopted by the EU 
in trade negotiations – and the same could be said for the Economic 
Partnership Agreements it is proposing to the ACP countries in order to 
move towards more reciprocity, as required under the GATT rules – 
have been driven less by the need to contribute to a sustainable 
multilateral international trade regime than by the need to reap 
maximum benefits for the European economy. The Global Europe 
strategy is explicit about this goal. Opening up the EU to imports from 
abroad is desirable, not as a means to promote a reduction of poverty 
and hunger in developing countries, but as a means to enhance the 
competitiveness of EU firms: ‘Any obstacle to global supply chains 
could be damaging to our industry since raising the cost of intermediary 
goods and raw materials would make the EU industry less competitive. 
More than ever, we need to import to export’ (CEC, 2006: para. 1.2). It 
is urgent to understand, though, that we will not achieve sustainable 
development if we allow the marginalisation of 500 million households 
– 2 billion individuals – who live from smallscale, family farming in 
developing countries to continue. The majority of the hungry come 

                                                                 
 
11. In its 22 May 2008 resolution on the global food crisis, the European Parliament ‘emphasises 

that the raw material cost is a relatively minor component of the total cost of many food 
products; calls on the Commission and the Member States to analyse the discrepancies 
between farm gate prices and those charged by the major retailers’ (European Parliament, 
2008: para. 9).  
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from their ranks. Any encouragement for international trade which 
does not explicitly address their needs may lead to economic growth, 
benefit large agricultural producers and even have positive effects for 
certain developing countries – but it will not alleviate hunger, nor 
address the structural causes of the global food crisis.  
 
 
5. The Facility for a rapid response to soaring food 

prices in developing countries  
 
Probably the most spectacular EU initiative in the face of the global 
food crisis was the establishment of a new Facility for a rapid response 
to soaring food prices. In July 2008, the Commission proposed using 
one billion euros in leftover agricultural subsidy money to relieve the 
situation in developing countries through the financing of agricultural 
inputs and services and emergency safety nets. The money was 
expected to be wholly additional to existing development funds.  
 
The regulation establishing the new Facility was adopted in December 
2008 (European Parliament and Council of the European Union, 2008: 
62). It provides that the resources available – one billion euros over the 
2008-2010 period – will be concentrated on a limited list of high-
priority target countries, in coordination with other donors and other 
development partners through relevant needs-assessments made 
available by specialised and international organisations such as those of 
the UN system, in consultation with partner countries (Art. 1(4)).  
 
In general, the Facility aims at supporting a rapid and direct response 
to volatile food prices in developing countries, addressing primarily the 
period between emergency aid and medium- to long-term development 
cooperation (Art. 1(1)). Consistent with this overall objective, the 
measures eligible for support are measures to improve access to 
agricultural inputs and services including fertilisers and seeds; safety 
net measures aimed at maintaining or improving agricultural 
productive capacity, and at addressing the basic food needs of the most 
vulnerable populations, including children; and other small-scale 
measures aimed at increasing production based on country needs: 
microcredit, investment, equipment, infrastructure and storage; as well 
as vocational training and support for professional groups in the 
agriculture sector (Art. 3(2)).  
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In December 2009 the Commission must provide the European Parliament 
and the Council with an initial interim report on the measures undertaken. 
A more extensive report on the implementation of the measures, 
including on the main outcomes and impacts of the assistance provided 
under the new Facility, should be submitted before the end of 2012. 
These follow-up reports are to pay particular attention to the requirements 
of the Paris Declaration on Aid Effectiveness and the Accra Agenda for 
Action (Art. 11). 
 
This new Facility is important not only because of the level of support 
provided, but also because of how it is targeted and how it is organised. 
The reference to the Paris Declaration on Aid Effectiveness and the 
Accra Agenda for Action is particularly welcome. All too often, 
development cooperation has been mainly donor-driven and top-down, 
and therefore insufficiently informed by the views of the ultimate 
beneficiaries (see e.g. Easterly, 2001, 2002 and 2006). The tendency of 
donors – whether governments, intergovernmental agencies or private 
non-governmental organisations – to impose various demands on 
recipients, without coordination, has also often imposed a heavy burden 
on the partner government’s administrative capacities, and has led to 
sub-optimal results. The Paris Declaration on Aid Effectiveness was 
adopted in 2005 as an attempt to define a number of commitments 
which should improve the quality of aid12. The 56 commitments it 
contains are organised around the five principles of ownership, alignment, 
harmonisation, managing for results, and mutual accountability. These 
principles mark a shift from donor-driven to needs-driven aid strategies, 
and emphasise the need for evaluation of the performance of both 
donors, particularly as regards harmonisation and predictability of aid, 
and their partners. 
 
It is also noteworthy that, according to the regulation providing for the 
establishment of the new Facility, the action programmes implemented 
by the entities benefiting from funding are to be drawn up, to the fullest 
extent possible, in consultation with civil society organisations, and that 
the implementation of projects funded through this financing Facility is 

                                                                 
 
12. The Declaration has been endorsed by 122 governments and the European Commission,  

27 international organisations including six regional development banks, the World Bank 
and the OECD, and a number of non-governmental organisations. 
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to involve such organisations (Art. 1(3)). This too marks an important 
shift, towards what more closely resembles the implementation of aid 
guided by a human rights framework. Such a framework requires that 
we deepen the principles of ownership, alignment and mutual account-
ability, by shifting our attention to the role of national parliaments, civil 
society organisations and the ultimate beneficiaries of aid – the rights-
holders – in the implementation and evaluation of foreign aid. It is this 
triangulation, away from a purely bilateral relationship between 
governments, which is characteristic of human rights approaches to 
development13. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
For too many years, the agricultural sector has been neglected by both 
development aid policies and public budgets. The global food crisis is a 
result of this neglect: it is a wake-up call. As food commodity prices on 
the international markets peaked during the first five months of 2008, 
leading to threats to the political stability of a number of developing 
countries, the international community reacted with remarkable 
swiftness. It sought to provide a coordinated response, and to encourage 
policies – and sometimes to provide funds – aimed at boosting agricultural 
production. It understood the urgent need to reverse past policies.  
 
The EU made an important contribution to this global effort. But 
whether we will go beyond short-term responses, and address the 
structural causes behind the crisis, remains to be seen. The EU did 
create a financial Facility which will significantly support the efforts to 
boost agriculture in developing countries. At the same time, it still 
encourages the production of agrofuels – and therefore of cash crops for 
export instead of food crops for local consumption –, without taking 
into account that this will most likely exacerbate the dualisation of the 
farming sector in producing countries and will lead in many cases to 
more evictions from land and land concentration. And the EU does not 

                                                                 
 
13. For further indications as to the implications of such a shift, see my report presented to the 

Human Rights Council session of March 2009, ‘The role of development cooperation and 
food aid in realizing the right to adequate food: moving from charity to obligation’ 
(A/HRC/10/005). 
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seem willing to significantly undo the dominant imbalances in the 
global trading system, which generally still disproportionately benefit 
developed countries in general and certain export sectors in developing 
countries, with very few of these gains percolating through to the 
poorest and most marginalised people.  
 
Consistency is a precondition for long-term sustainability. Smallscale 
farmers in developing countries will be helped not only by being provided 
with seeds and fertilisers, and through improved infrastructure; the 
global environment in which they operate also needs to be transformed. 
Important as it is, producing more food is not enough: it is at least as 
important to ensure that the incomes of the poorest, particularly 
smallholders, are increased; that non-food-producers are helped by 
adequate social safety nets; and that we mitigate the impact of 
agriculture on climate change by encouraging agro-ecological forms of 
production. Nothing short of a radical shift in perspective is required if 
we want to achieve these ambitious goals.  
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