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Coordination SUD's Position on the 

WTO Agricultural Negotiations
On the occasion of the 6th WTO Ministerial Conference to be held in Hong Kong from 13-18 December 2005, Coordination SUD and its members present their recommendations for regulation of agricultural markets and a taking into consideration of the specific interests of the family peasantries of the South.

The following are the positions of the Commission Agriculture et Alimentation (Agriculture and Food Commission) of Coordination SUD.
The WTO agricultural agreement put into practice for the last 10 years and under renegotiation for the last five years has been counterproductive for the peasantries. Its free-market basis and countries having implemented it unevenly have favored only the most powerful countries and economic actors. Free trade has intensified the putting into competition of all agricultures and all farmers of the world, within a context of rapid productivity gains for a minority of economic actors that are responsible for widespread overproduction faced with shrunken solvable demand. As a result, it has led to an underlying drop in agricultural prices and growth in their volatility.

 

This process of decline and instability is the foremost cause of the impoverishment, hunger, indebtedness, and, eventually, the exclusion of peasants from agricultural production as well as the worsening of the situation of agricultural workers. It's also one of the major causes of the deterioration of agricultural heritage: On the one hand, the multinational agro-industrial sectors are based on concentration, specialization, and non-sustainable production systems that exhaust natural resources. And, on the other, impoverishment forces agricultural producers as well to overexploit, without being able to regenerate, the natural resources that are their main production factors (soil, water reserves, forest and plant cover).

A growing number of organizations representing peasants and landless peasants, citizens and consumers, and international solidarity actors that have joined forces against hunger and poverty are condemning, all the world over, the inadequacy and the disastrous impact of the rules negotiated within the framework of the WTO as well as those set up in bilateral and regional free-trade agreements. They are also condemning the conditionalities of the economic policies laid down by the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund for their loans. In order to respond to the priorities of development and of the struggle against hunger and poverty, these organizations, including Coordination SUD, are claiming the right to food sovereignty. This latter assures peoples and States the right to define their own agricultural and food policies, protect and regulate domestic production and agricultural exchanges so as to reach sustainable development objectives, and halt the dumping of products on their markets.

For as long as they have no proposals to put forward making it possible to guarantee a life and work of dignity for the current 1.2 billion excluded people and the three billion peasants and agricultural workers on the road to impoverishment and exclusion, we ask the governments and international negotiators to give up putting farmers up to international competition, to further the development of sustainable national and regional agriculture, and to tend to the level and stability of prices on the international markets for agricultural products.

The 6th WTO ministerial conference to be held in Hong Kong in December 2005 must take into consideration the future of the half of humanity active in agriculture; food for all consumers, including the poor and insolvent ones; and the proper management of the planet's natural resources.

In order to do this, we ask the governments to:

 

1 - Recognize the right to development for local, national, and regional agricultures
 

We ask that, when contradictions are found between national or regional agricultural development and international trade, that development be favored and international exchanges be put at its service. We ask that countries be able to implement the development policies they want and that correspond to the interests of their peoples.

With regards to the forms of external exchange, we ask that the following rights be recognized:

 

* The right of countries that are victims of dumping policies to protect their markets

The countries that are victims of imbalances or dumping policies from third countries must be recognized the right to protect their national and/or regional internal markets and to regulate the imports that undermine their food sovereignty.

 

* The right of countries to protect themselves from the excessive ups and downs of the international markets

This right must especially entail, in the current WTO negotiations as in the bilateral agreements at work, the establishment of a "special safeguard" against any abrupt increase in import volumes (regardless of whether the product is subsidized) and against excessive agricultural price variations. This clause must be easily accessible to all developing countries.

 

* The right of countries to protect products of a strategic nature

National or regional production of important products for the food security of local populations, or for the economic and social development of a zone or country, must be protected from destructive competition. The broad and open recognition of special products, the list of which will be defined by each developing country according to its development needs, must be carried out based on the criteria of the July 2004 agreement. This category must be maintained in all the trade negotiations, at the WTO as well as in other frameworks. And this must be possible without the countries having to "pay" for it by opening up more to other products or services. Likewise, the category of sensitive products for the other countries must be accompanied with criteria.

Furthermore, the WTO must see to it that any free-trade agreement between developed and developing countries incorporates the clauses of the special and differentiated treatment in favor of developing countries (revision of GATT article XXIV).

 

* The right of countries to grant preference to national and regional products

Defense of national and regional products and the recognition of a right of preference are the conditions for the development of local economies based on the creation of short food channels. Branding and other labels making it possible to identify local products are essential in promoting these local food economies. These latter have the dual advantage of creating local economic activities and of avoiding environmental damage linked to long-haul transport.
 

 

 

2 - Stabilize and regulate the global agricultural markets
 

In order to avoid the growing destruction of the rural economies of developing countries and the exclusion of billions of men and women who live directly or indirectly from agriculture, the international community has a duty to end the injustices of competition and the chronic imbalances of the agricultural markets that depress the prices of agricultural products. This is why we insist on the need to:

 

* Put an end to all direct and indirect export aid

The commitment made by the developed countries to put an end to all types of export subsidies must be implemented as quickly as possible. This must include practices such as export credits or food aid when they are designed as a way to dump agricultural surpluses on the markets of third countries. It's also important to put an end to indirect export subsidies, by forbidding products having benefited from any kind of domestic support from finding themselves on the export markets at prices lower than their real production costs.

 

* Redefine what is legitimate support and what is not

Support must be evaluated according to the consequences it has on the balance of the markets, on competition between producers, and on the preservation of nature. We ask for the elimination of support that encourages the development of non-sustainable production models. Likewise, we ask for the banning of support that causes overproduction leading to depression of the prices of agricultural production. With this regards, the redefinition of the blue box proposed by the July 2004 framework agreement is not satisfactory. It does not enable headway towards a more legitimate support system.

 

* Control the volumes of products exchanged on the global market

Most of the global agricultural markets are structurally imbalanced. The surplus of supply compared to solvable demand is causing a collapse in prices. For each production or family of production, world management supply mechanisms must be established so as to assure regulation of production and world stocks, as well as fair division between producer countries. Analysis of the evolution of profits gained by the different actors of the agricultural and food chain show that price wars on the global market benefit neither producers nor consumers, and rarely countries, but mainly the multinational companies in the agribusiness sector.

Furthermore, beyond the negotiations currently underway at the WTO, we insist on the need to develop international regulations and cooperation in order to:

 

3 - Recognize the social and environmental value of products

 

Three different orders of international law (commercial, social, environmental) are negotiated separately. They remain isolated and are organized into hierarchies. The Dispute Settlement Body (DSB) has a mandate to judge trade conflicts but does not take into account international social or environmental laws. And, in reality, when there is a conflict between a trade principle and a social or environmental principle, it's the trade principle that prevails. This situation is unacceptable. To change this, we propose:

 

- making it so that human, social, and environmental rights have priority over trade rights and be recognized and respected in the rules of exchanges decided at the WTO and in the decisions of the Dispute Settlement Body.

- making the social and environmental value of products be respected by means of international norms under the control of the UN and defined based on ILO agreements or environmental agreements. A labelization providing traceability for consumers could help in having these norms be respected. Developing socially and environmentally more sustainable production processes is a first step towards fighting against surpluses and dumping on the markets of the South.

 

 

4 - Contribute to readjusting the balances of power within the agribusiness channels

 

Dividing up the profits among the agribusiness channel actors is first of all a question of balance of power. We can especially note that the drop in prices paid to producers of agricultural raw materials is not passed on proportionately to the price paid by the consumer. We have on the one hand 1.3 billion agricultural workers and on the other a minimal number of international wholesalers and big distributors. The balance of powers within the agribusiness sectors is extremely imbalanced. To help remedy this, we propose:

- setting up legal instruments that must regulate the practices of businesses in a restrictive way (purchase of products at lucrative prices, stability of supplies);

- fighting against the monopolistic and oligopolistic positions of private businesses in the marketing and distribution sectors;

- strengthening the State marketing enterprises when they are legitimate; i.e. when they do not seek to facilitate dumping for export.

 

5 - Pay increased attention to poor consumers
 

Poor consumers live in total food insecurity. The rise of agricultural prices that we yearn for and that are the basis for the aforementioned measures would bring about an improvement in the income of the rural poor, who in their vast majority are linked to agricultural activity. On the other hand, it could worsen the already very fragile situation of urban poor consumers. We must therefore pay special attention to the hundreds of millions of people living in this situation.
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