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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?

A civil society perspective on the food prices crisis
Stineke Oenema -  EFSG/Concord

Executive Summary

It is very tempting to start talking about a food crisis when everyone does so since the beginning of the year. However it is a fact that for more then decades millions of people have been hungry. Already since the seventies in the last century the world has organised “World Food Summits” to design action plans to combat hunger. However, now that the world is described to be in a food crisis it is good to use  correct wording: High food prices crisis.

The majority of hungry people live in rural areas, they have been silent. Since the end of last year, urban riots have occurred in several places in the world. These riots made the crisis visible, however just the top of the iceberg became visible. 

At the same time the majority of hungry people live in rural areas and depend either directly or indirectly on agriculture, small holders agriculture. Unfortunately agriculture has been neglected for the past 20 years, both by donors and by policy makers. This resulted in lower production capacity. In combination with lack of market access these are some of the more structural causes of the crisis. 

EFSG is content that in the international responses to the crisis, small holder agriculture takes a central place. At the same time the EFSG sees some challenges related to the proposed areas of intervention.

There are in essence three prongs to the international community’s plan of action:

-
Boost agricultural production by “small farmers” in poor countries.

-
Rapid liberalisation measures aimed at bringing food prices down (lowering customs tariffs, prohibit export restrictions, VAT reductions, etc.) and measures to improve the functioning of world markets.

-
Provide food assistance and improve social safety nets for vulnerable populations.

A lot of money is needed to tackle the crisis and its causes, however it is not money alone that will solve the problems, what is needed simultaneously with the money is participatory planning. Donors and governments should refrain form planning for, but without, the people they mean to target. Failure to do so will result in unsustainable plans without the necessary support and input from the target group.

Another challenge relates to the combination of higher agricultural productivity by small holder farmers and rapid liberalisation. Are the two compatible? Some liberalisation measures seem to have caused the problems that small farmers are facing these days. 

A final challenge to be mentioned here is: what kind of agriculture is to be promoted? What kind of agriculture will lead to more food security? Some voices opt for a new green revolution. But is this compatible with sustainable growth of agricultural production?
