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Session 2: International trade, speculation and agricultural commodity price spikes 
Organized by: the WTO – Agriculture and Commodities Division 
Date: Monday, 28 September, 14:00 – 17:00
Meeting Room: CR

ABSTRACT

Price fluctuations are a normal feature of agricultural commodity markets.  Nevertheless, the international food price spike in 2007-2008 generated concerns regarding the potential poverty implications of these price changes due to the rapidity of the price increases and the size of the price spike for specific commodities.  The complex structural causes of this price spike include demand factors, such as increasing populations and ethanol and biofuel production, and supply factors, including land and water constraints and seasonality.  While these factors are relatively predictable, other short term economic activities also have direct influence on agricultural markets.  In particular, trade policies (such as export bans) and commodity speculation, have been identified as possible contributing factors to price volatility.  Food price inflation is likely to hit the poor the hardest, since the share of food in their total expenditures is much higher than that of wealthier populations.  Thus, while food prices have decreased since the spike in 2008, discussions regarding possible institutional mechanisms which could moderate future economic impacts on vulnerable populations have continued.
The objective of this session is to provide a forum for discussing the extent to which trade policies and financial speculation contributed to the food price spike in 2008 and to explore possible policy and institutional innovations to address the needs of vulnerable populations. The panelists will focus on the following types of questions:
a. To what extent was 2008 an unusual year in terms of the volatility of food prices?
b. What factors contributed to the rapid increase in prices towards the end of the year?
c. What was the relative role of financial speculation in this rapid increase in prices?
d. What can we expect in the future in terms of price rises and price volatility?
e. What types of mechanisms would be effective in protecting the poor against possible future price spikes?
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