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Brussels Rural Development Briefings

A series of meetings on ACP-EU development issues 

Briefing session n° 7: Rising Food Prices: an opportunity for change?

Food Price Crisis: is Regional Trade the Answer?

Cris Muyunda – COMESA
Executive Summary
Many factors have been cited as having caused the current food price crisis.  Some of these include high global demand, the diversion of cereals to biofuel production, reduced global output due to weather shocks and the escalating costs of agricultural inputs.  While the Eastern and Southern Africa region has capacity to be a net food producer that should have allowed it to weather the challenges of the food price crisis well, it has over the years been a net cereal importer thereby making it vulnerable to the food crisis.  Through the auspices of AU/NEPAD, COMESA, the largest REC in Africa with 19 member States, was requested to investigate the feasibility of quickly expanding regional trade, particularly in staple foods such as maize, cassava, beans, rice and bananas as evidence indicated that these sub sectors held the potential to stimulate agricultural growth, mitigate food prices and accelerate broad based poverty reduction.  Because of the rising costs of bringing food from outside the region, a key focus of the Comprehensive African Agricultural Development Programme (CAADP) is to expand regional trade in key commodities that exhibit short and long term national and regional market opportunities. The CAADP framework also identifies the need to review and align investment and trade policies to more efficiently leverage demand trends and works to ensure that emergency responses promote agricultural growth and regional trade in efforts to reduce chronic hunger. 

Food price stability could be sustainably achieved in eastern and southern Africa through growth in intra-regional trade in staple foods that the poor produce and consume.  In this regard, COMESA has launched the Alliance for Commodity Trade in Eastern and Southern Africa (ACTESA) which will be the primary agency for achieving the regional vision of “increased regional trade and regional integration.”  The alliance, which will evolve to become an independent institution of COMESA, will work to: 

a) Improve competitiveness and integration of the staple foods markets in COMESA member states through improved micro and macro economic policies as drivers of staple food markets

b) Improve and expand market facilities and services for staple foods commercialisation to facilitate growth in regional staple food markets

c) Increase commercial integration of staple foods producers into national and regional markets to promote growth in food staples and food security

It is projected the efforts of COMESA, mainly through ACTESA, will increase regional trade in major food staples and reduce the negative impacts of the food price crisis and provide a long term platform for coping with the food price crisis, as well as ensuring that COMESA is cushioned from any future food crisis outbreaks.
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