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AGRICULTURE - A LITMUS TEST FOR DEVELOPMENT

The negotiations on agricultural trade constitute a litmus test for the “development dimension” in the current round of WTO negotiations. A failure to agree on a deal this summer that addresses the real problems of small farmers in the South will severely undermine the credibility of the WTO in the eyes of civil society organisations in the South and in the North.

Elimination of export subsidies is not enough. All sources of dumping must be addressed, and developing countries must be given access to effective means of protecting themselves against the ongoing dumping practised by OECD countries.

APRODEV welcomes the recent move by the EU to put all export subsidies on the table, as expressed in the letter of Commissioners Lamy and Fischler on May 9th. APRODEV agrees with the European Commission that there is an urgent need for disciplines on all kinds of export subsidising, in particular food aid and export credits. We also welcome the proposal to eliminate de minimis support for developed countries. However, we do not believe that the wording of the EU proposal offers really new signals or flexibility. We miss the leadership which the retiring Commissioners claim to have demonstrated. 

APRODEV is deeply disappointed that the EU fails to provide encouragement for the developing countries’ proposals aimed at protecting food security in developing countries through the exception from liberalisation of so-called “special products” and through the “special safeguard mechanism”. Both are matters for which Developing Countries gained special and differential treatment in the Uruguay Round.  To correct the basic imbalances of the present rules and to work towards the achievement of the Millennium Development Goals of poverty and hunger alleviation, APRODEV expects a much more pro-active role of the EU.

We call upon the EU and WTO members to 

· eliminate all export subsidies no later than 2008 and introduce strict disciplines on other forms of export subsidising, such as food aid and export credits;

· remove the WTO-rules which today exempt primary products from restrictions on dumping. In particular, article 16.3 which allows countries to provide export subsidies as long as they do not result in “more than an equitable share of world export trade” should be eliminated;

· eliminate de minimis support for developed countries, as proposed by the EU;

· introduce strict criteria for Green Box subsidies, making sure that none of these subsidies are, directly or indirectly, contributing to dumping or otherwise trade-distorting;

· put all product-specific support on products entering the world market into the amber box.

· support the G 33 demand on “safeguards” and “special products”, by a generous definition of what “special products” are and from which disciplines they are exempt and by accepting the rules of the Special Safeguard on all agricultural products of the LDCs and LLDCs, and the demand to improve the trigger mechanism.

Right to Food

For APRODEV, the universal right to adequate food as defined in the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights is the point of departure. The primary aim of promoting and implementing the right to adequate food is to reduce hunger and malnutrition and to advance the nutritional wellbeing of every individual man, woman and child. Trade liberalisation may be one of many means to eliminate hunger, but trade liberalisation as such may also lead to increased food insecurity. 

The majority of the poor and hungry of this world are small farmers, indigenous people, fisher folk and herders, who depend directly on local and natural resources for their food production and livelihoods. The majority of poor farmers are women. With 80% in Africa, and about 70% in Asia and Latin America, it is women farmers who are the main food producers and carers in society, especially in rural areas. Small farmers could produce enough food to feed their societies, but they are deprived of access to and control over productive resources and suffer discrimination vis-à-vis big commercial farmers. For poor rural farmers, trading of staple food crops at local and sub-regional markets is the main source for cash income to sustain their livelihoods. But national policies are biased against them and leave them without any incentives, protection or support. They are exposed to unfair competition on international markets with cheap food products infiltrating their local markets and denying them any opportunity to trade and compete effectively. 

The dumping of cheap food by the developed countries aggravates the position of small farmers. Today, resource poor, low-income farmers in the South are the victims of the unethical but widespread practice of export dumping. Producers who are unable to compete with cheap imports of wheat or milk, or exporters of locally produced sugar and cotton are pushed out of markets by subsidised exports from the North. The OECD countries have to recognise their part of the responsibility for bad governance and destruction of local markets in developing countries.

Future rules on agricultural trade must put an end to exports of commodities which are subsidised in one way or another. Rules must ensure that all practices that directly or indirectly contribute to dumping are eventually eliminated.  A new agricultural agreement in the WTO needs to equip developing countries with legal rights to special and differential access, giving them the means to protect themselves and their rural producers against any form of dumping. 
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