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UNITED NATIONS: COUNCIL EXPRESSES GRAVE CONCERN OVER FOOD CRISIS 

By Kanaga Raja, Geneva, 23 May 2007
 

A Special Session of the UN Human Rights Council on Thursday adopted a resolution that expressed grave concern at the worsening world food crisis, which seriously undermines the realization of the right to food for all.

 

The resolution (A/HRC/S-7/L. 1/Rev. 1), adopted by consensus, also expressed grave concern that this crisis threatens to further undermine the achievement of the Millennium Development Goals, in particular, objective Number 1 aiming at halving by 2015 the proportion of people who suffer from hunger.

 

It called upon States, individually and through international cooperation and assistance, relevant multilateral institutions and other relevant stakeholders, to take all necessary measures to ensure the realization of the right to food as an essential human rights objective, and consider reviewing any policy or measure which could have a negative impact on the realization of the right to food, particularly the right of everyone to be free from hunger, before instituting such a policy or measure.

 

The request for the Special Session was submitted by Cuba. Apart from 41 Council member signatories (out of a total of 47 Council members), some 41 non-Members also signed on to the request (see SUNS #6472 dated 13 May 2008).

 

This is the first time that a Special Session of the Human Rights Council has been convened and held on a thematic issue falling in the arena of economic and social rights, in this case, the right to food. So far, such special meetings have only been held in situations involving civil and political rights in particular countries.

 

Several members and non-governmental groups saw this as setting a precedent to focus discussions on other such themes, and in looking human rights issues in a more holistic way.

 

The Special Session comes at a time of soaring world food prices, which has been followed by food crises causing food riots in several developing countries.

 

According to a UN report, over the past year (March 2007-March 2008), the price of corn (maize) rose by 31%, that of rice (which has been particularly steep during the first months of 2008) by 74%, that of soybean by 87%, and that of wheat by 130%. Overall, the price of food commodities on the international markets rose by 83% over the last 36 months.

 

In its latest "Food Outlook" released Thursday, the UN Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) said that the high food prices have particularly hit vulnerable populations in many countries that spend a substantial part of their income on food.

 

The FAO said that the food import bill of the Low Income Food Deficit Countries is expected to reach $169 billion in 2008, 40% more than in 2007. The FAO called the sustained rise in imported food expenditures for vulnerable country groups "a worrying development", and said that by the end of 2008, their annual food import basket could cost four times as much as it did in 2000.

 

The resolution adopted Thursday stressed that States have a primary obligation to make their best efforts to meet the vital food needs of their own population, especially of the vulnerable groups and households, such as through enhancing programmes to combat mother-child malnutrition, and to increase local production for this purpose, while the international community should provide, through a coordinated response and upon request, support to national and regional efforts in terms of providing the necessary assistance for increasing food production, particularly through transfer of technology, as well as food crop rehabilitation assistance and food aid.

 

The Council called upon UN Member States and other relevant stakeholders to participate actively in the High-Level Conference on World Food Security and the Challenges of Climate Change and Bio-energy, to take place from 3 to 5 June in Rome.

 

It requested the Special Rapporteur on the right to food to make a presentation to the eighth session of the Human Rights Council (2-18 June) on his participation in the High-Level Conference, and on his initial recommendations regarding actions required, at all levels, to promote, respect and protect the right to food and freedom from hunger in the midst of the current food crisis, when actions are called for to promote mid- and long-term food security.

 

The Council also requested the Special Rapporteur to present a report to the ninth session of the Human Rights Council, inviting comments from States and other relevant actors, on the impact of the global food crisis on the protection of the right to food, and required remedies from a human rights perspective.

 

Speaking at the beginning of the day-long Council debate, UN High Commissioner for Human Rights Louise Arbour warned that a failure to respond to the global food crisis in a comprehensive manner that encompasses the rights of marginalised members of societies could trigger a "domino effect" that would exacerbate the situation.

 

Arbour said that "At its core and in its punitive effects, this crisis boils down to a lack of access to adequate food. Such access is a right protected by international law."

 

She pointed to the risk of a long-term vicious circle of discrimination and hunger: "The ongoing emergency may also reinforce long-entrenched patterns of exclusion and discrimination that have prevented the most vulnerable from claiming their rightful access to food in the first place."

 

Arbour said that the current food crisis "stems from a perverse convergence of several factors, including distortions in supply and demand, unfair trade practices, as well as skewed policies involving incentives or subsidies." In some regions, she added, "natural disasters or misguided policies, or both, compound already severe situations by rendering them catastrophic for the most discriminated and marginalised populations."

 

While recognizing that, in a food emergency, the immediate needs were for humanitarian aid, she urged states to also focus on the longer-term human rights dimension of the food crisis. She also recommended that the most affected groups be fully involved in crafting responses to the crisis. Such an approach would, she said, help "clarify the imbalances in a society that trigger or exacerbate the food crisis."

 

A failure to act in a comprehensive manner, Arbour said, "may also trigger a domino effect by putting at risk other fundamental rights, including the right to health or to education, when people are forced to forego competing basic necessities and services in order to feed themselves and their families."

 

She reminded government representatives attending the Human Rights Council that "States, individually and collectively, have a legal obligation under human rights law to remedy such situations and to provide sustainable access to food without discrimination."

 

Noting that States have a duty to protect their populations against human rights abuses by non-State actors and to provide access to remedies when abuses occur, she also said that private actors themselves have a responsibility to abide by conduct that does not harm the enjoyment of human rights.

 

"Unfair practices, including distortions in trade, as well as in domestic supply and demand, have thus come into sharper focus," Arbour said. "The nature of this crisis transcends national boundaries... It requires concerted measures from States to rectify those inequalities that have contributed to trigger the emergency and that now threaten to perpetuate it."

 

Arbour welcomed the Human Rights Council's engagement in the issue, as signified by its decision to hold Thursday's Special Session, saying that it should help throw light onto the human rights dimension of the food crisis. "Few issues," she said, "speak as forcefully as this one about individual rights and collective action, and about the intolerable inequalities that affect millions through no fault of their own."

 

The Special Rapporteur on the right to food, Olivier De Schutter, said that by standing up to its responsibilities in these unique circumstances, the Human Rights Council is sending three messages to the international community.

 

First, by holding its first special session ever on an economic and social right, the Human Rights Council sends a strong message to the international community about the equal value of all the rights of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights.

 

Second, the fact that the special session is convened on a thematic issue rather than on a particular country or region highlights the fact that human rights should be seen not only as obligations imposed on States acting individually, but also as having to be realized through international dialogue and cooperation - and cooperation, in particular, between food-exporting and food-importing countries, which the imposition of export bans, sometimes a form of speculation by governments, has been testing during these last few months, said De Schutter.

 

Third, and most importantly, he added, thanks to this special session, the global food crisis is treated not like a natural disaster, but as a massive threat to the right to adequate food for millions of individuals. Natural disasters do not constitute violations of human rights, unless the States in a position to assist the victims stand by and do nothing.

 

"The disaster which, for many, results from the increase of international prices of food commodities is of a different kind. It is a man-made disaster. The causes are identifiable... Both immediate and medium-term solutions can be agreed upon. This imposes on all States an obligation to act, and to act without delay."

 

Noting several initiatives that have been undertaken by a wide range of actors to address the impacts of soaring food prices, the rights expert said that while these initiatives are welcome, in this range of reactions, hunger and malnutrition are still treated as humanitarian questions or as questions of macro-economic policy, rather than as violations of the human right to adequate food.

 

"And it is this message focussed on the right to food which, today, the Human Rights Council is sending."

 

The rights expert said that international cooperation is essential to the realization of the right to adequate food. In any situation where a State lacks the resources to provide food to its population in situations where it cannot feed itself, it must seek international support to ensure the availability and accessibility of the necessary food. Not to seek such international support when it is needed, or obstructing the work of international agencies which provide such support, constitutes a serious violation of the right to adequate food.

 

Noting that the modalities of international cooperation should be based on the principles of national ownership, and that it is first and foremost for each country to define its national strategy for the realization of the right to food, De Schutter stressed that an immediate priority is to support agriculture in developing countries, particularly by small-hold farmers.

 

"Agriculture in developing countries, particularly in Sub-Saharan Africa, has suffered both from distorted competition from agricultural producers from the North, legitimized under the current WTO agreements, and from under-investment in infrastructure."

 

Due to the combined effects of the sharp increase in the prices of oil, of the protection of the intellectual property rights of the producers of intrants (seeds, fertilizers, pesticides), and of a high concentration rate in this sector, the prices of intrants have skyrocketed and, while the profits of companies producing such intrants have risen significantly, the small-hold farmers are struggling to prepare the next crops.

 

De Schutter also said that another priority is to invest massively in infrastructure, particularly irrigation and communications, in the rural areas of developing countries, and to facilitate access to credit for farmers in these countries. The private sector will not suffice for this.

 

He noted that despite the Eighth Millennium Development Goal, which is to develop a global partnership for development, developed countries have failed, for the most part, to meet the targets for ODA of 0.7% of GNP to developing countries and 0.15% to 0.2% of GNP to least developed countries.

 

"The establishment of an enabling environment also relates to the trade negotiations in the framework of the WTO Doha development round... We need to move towards a regime of international trade in agricultural products which facilitates, rather than impedes, the choices made at national level about how to achieve food sovereignty, and which allows an adequate mix of national capacity for food production and openness to trade. We require a regime allowing for appropriate flexibilities, and we need to put an end to trade-distorting policies."

 

Noting that climate negotiations should also take into account the obligations imposed under the right to adequate food, the rights expert said that in the post-2012 agreement on climate change, industrialized countries must provide legally-binding radical emission reductions of at least 40% on 1990 levels by 2020.

 

Agrofuels have been one major factor driving the prices of food commodities upwards, because of the competition between food, feed and fuel for scarce arable land. De Schutter proposed a freeze on all new investments and subsidies favouring the production of fuel by growing crops on arable and non-degraded lands, when such lands are suitable for the production of food crops.

 

He also stressed the need to identify measures which could mitigate the risks of volatility of prices on the international markets for commodities, which result from speculative investment. Since 2002, large investors have sought refuge from other investments in oil, and later in minerals and now, increasingly, in primary commodities, particularly in grains. It has been reported that "in the first quarter of 2008, the volume of globally traded grain futures and options increased by 32% compared with the same period in 2007".

 

There are currently no restraints on such speculative movements. Work is needed on tools that could be developed in order to discourage such speculative pressures on the prices of food commodities. The constitution of grain reserves, especially coordinated across countries at regional or global levels, would be one way to facilitate action against speculative movements of funds, leading to price levels far above the underlying physical market, he said.

 

Eibe Riedel, a member of the Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, told the Council that the Committee had adopted a statement last Friday on the world food crisis. The Committee felt that two levels of actions had to be determined.

 

Urgent action was required on an international basis, through the distribution of humanitarian aid without discrimination. Humanitarian aid should be provided in cash resources wherever possible. Where food aid is provided, care should be taken to ensure that food is purchased locally wherever possible and that it does not become a disincentive for local production. Donor countries should prioritize assistance to States most affected by the food crisis.

 

The rise in food prices should be limited by encouraging production of local staple food products for local consumption instead of diverting prime arable land suitable for food crops for the production of agrofuels, as well as the use of food crops for the production of fuel, and introducing measures to combat speculation in food commodities.

 

An international mechanism of coordination to oversee and coordinate responses to the food crisis and to ensure the equitable distribution of food supplies according to need was also needed.

 

The Committee also urged State parties to address the structural causes at the national and international levels by amongst others, revising the global trade regime under the WTO to ensure that global agricultural trade rules promote, rather than undermine, the right to adequate food and freedom from hunger, especially in developing and net-food importing countries.

 

Many countries voiced their views during the debate at the Special Session on the world food crisis. Many speakers expressed the great importance that they attached to this first-ever thematic Special Session. The Special Session on the right to food reaffirmed that economic, social and cultural rights should be treated on an equal footing with civil and political rights.

 

Most speakers emphasized the need to address not just the immediate needs of vulnerable populations, but also the root causes of the crisis. Many acknowledged that the primary responsibility for preventing such a crisis and dealing with it was a national one, while noting also an international responsibility and need for international cooperation to address the issue.

 

Concerns were voiced that if rising prices of food were not controlled, riots witnessed over the past few months would spread to other parts of the world.

 

Cuba, speaking on behalf of the sponsors of the Special Session, said that this was an unprecedented occasion. For the first time, the Human Rights Council was meeting to consider a matter of vital importance for millions of human beings - the impact of the global food crisis on the right to food.

 

Attention to the problems of hunger had recently been replaced by a focus on terrorism and climate change. The recent stark rise in global food prices had changed all that. Food prices of certain basic commodities were three and four times what they were a year ago, and that situation was intolerable.

 

There were Malthusian arguments that seemed to blame the crisis on countries with high birth rates, said Cuba. However, the essence of the crisis did not lie in recent factors. The unjust distribution of wealth around the world and the neo-liberal economic policies were at the heart of this crisis.

 

Egypt, speaking on behalf of the African Group, said that the Group welcomed the fact that the Human Rights Council was holding the first Special Session on a thematic issue. The global food crisis had a disproportionate effect on Africa. The African Union had developed since 2005 a number of plans and strategies to address the situation. It was imperative to achieve national and international coherence in addressing the food crisis.

 

States had an obligation to alleviate hunger everywhere. Several factors were impeding efforts, including the blocked discussions at the WTO and imbalances between demand and supply. Further, the use of food for bio-fuels and climate change had been factors that were worsening the situation, said the African Group.

 

The international community should adopt a coherent approach to the crisis. Institutions and specialized agencies had to reach in their respective mandates and provide short, medium and long term solutions to the crisis. The corporate sector should also shoulder its responsibilities. The present situation, if not reversed, would endanger peace and security, said the African Group.

 

Egypt, speaking on its own behalf, said that while the current food crisis is a product of a number of factors, it is also a natural outcome of the type of policies advocated by some international financial institutions and specialized agencies resulting in a sharp decrease in the funding allocated to agriculture, and in encouraging developing countries to change their crop patterns at the expense of food security considerations, relying instead on the importation of necessary food from the international markets.

 

The devastating repercussions of the crisis were also compounded by the trade distortions resulting from the generous agricultural subsidies offered by rich countries to their farmers for non-economic considerations, thereby creating distortions in the multilateral trading system and preventing the development of the agricultural sector in developing countries which comprises the large majority of the poor and low-income people in those countries, said Egypt.

 

Pakistan, on behalf of the Organization of the Islamic Conference, also said that history was being made in that this is the first special session on one thematic right - the right to food.

 

More than 82 countries face food emergencies, Some 850 million people are in a state of food insecurity, said Pakistan, pointing out that grain stockpiles, particularly of rice and wheat have declined sharply. "Hunger and strife stalk the globe as the food prices rise. Some 100 million people will be pushed to the deeper levels of poverty. Food riots have hit many countries."

 

The Organization endorsed the recommendations to avert the crisis in the short-term by increasing food supplies to meet the needs of the neediest in food-insecure countries. In the medium and long term, there is need to address the issues of the growing demand for food, agrofuel production, agricultural subsidies, food import restrictions, agricultural export bans, impact of climate change, drought and desertification, and investment in agriculture.

 

India said that the present food crisis, particularly high food prices, is of utmost concern to developing countries that are in the process of trying to provide basic nutrition to their populations. The rise in global food prices not only retards economic growth but also heightens global inequalities of income and wealth.

 

The huge agricultural subsidies provided by developed countries to their farmers who then dump their products in developing countries have resulted in making farming unviable in developing countries and pushed up prices, said India.

 

"Trade distorting policies, introduction of stringent IPR regimes focussing on private holding of IPR leading to monopolistic pricing of agricultural inputs, especially seeds, have adversely affected agricultural production as well as investments in this critical sector in developing countries."

 

Further, said India, in some developed countries, the production of bio-fuel from a fuel substitution angle is being achieved by diversion of land from food crops to bio-fuel which has resulted in production distortions leading to price hikes.

 

Similarly, an increasing use of available food grains and vegetable oils for the production of bio-fuels has aggravated the problem. The situation has been compounded by the soaring prices of oil which have led to raised transportation and fertilizer costs.

 

India said that there is need for transfer of modern farming technologies, drought and pest-resistant seeds, advanced irrigation systems, improved fertilizers etc to assist developing countries to increase their production.

 

"GDP growth that is agriculture-driven is four times more effective in reducing poverty than GDP growth originating in other sectors and so, any effect on this sector has considerable implications for developing countries," said India.

 

Brazil said that it was most concerned with the human rights dimension of the current food crisis. An innovative financial mechanism and the creation of the UNDP Fund to strengthen international cooperation against hunger and poverty are concrete examples of effective measures in the common struggle they were all engaged in.

 

It is clear that the international community is not merely facing a challenge of lack of food and agricultural goods, but rather an unfair and unequal distribution and purchasing power. Achievement of the Millennium Development Goals is the key element to overcome the current crisis.

 

"No doubt, agricultural subsidies applied by some developed countries have substantially adverse effects to the full realization of the right to food. To overcome the present crisis, a successful conclusion of the WTO Doha Round is clearly required. It is essential [for] an agreement that no longer considers agricultural trade as an exception to the rules but rather opens room for poor countries to generate income from their production and exports of food," said Brazil.

 

Bolivia said that the current global food crisis was a direct violation of human rights. The crisis was due to the increased privatisation and liberalization of markets, forced by the Bretton Woods institutions, with an excessive focus on exports, which had weakened the right to food, and the role of small producers, in addition to placing barriers to the economic and social rights of populations. 
 

 

PAGE  
8

