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Summary

As the world’s food demand and supply gap continues to increase, WTO member states need to adopt trade policies that support an uninterrupted flow of agricultural products. 
This session explored how the multilateral trading system can contribute to food security and minimize food price volatility and interruptions to the flow of agricultural and food products. Questions addressed were:

· Will further liberalization of trade and agricultural policies help or hinder food security and sustainability? 
· What are the economic impacts of regulatory asynchronicity?

· What policies ensure that farmers have access to new technologies that increase productivity and food security? 

· What is the role of the WTO in addressing food security?

· What is the role of the multilateral trading system (if any) in promoting coherence at the international level?

1. Presentations by panellists

(a) Ms Pamela Kirby Johnson, Director-General, The Grain and Feed Trade Association
Ms Johnson noted that many issues have impacted on the recent volatility of food availability and prices, including changed weather conditions, supply chain costs, policies on imports and exports and increased competition for food product utilization. She noted the G20’s recent commitment to find ways to reduce food price volatility while increasing agricultural productivity by 70 per cent. This session will examine how the international community can help meet these objectives.

(b) Dr Antoine Bouet, Senior Research Fellow, International Food Policy Research Institute (IFPRI)

Dr. Bouet presented the results of several economic studies. He noted that trade distortions are concentrated in the agricultural sector. The WTO acts as an “international public good” that supports trade negotiations and prevents the occurrence of trade wars. Concluding the Doha Round would most likely increase trade in agricultural products, and thus benefit both developed and developing countries. 
Economic studies show that protectionist measures applied by WTO members (e.g., export taxes or export restrictions) in the agricultural sector result in high and volatile food prices, endangering food security, particularly in small net food-importing countries. 
When large countries have an objective of constant domestic food prices, in the event of an increase in world agricultural prices the optimal response is: (i) to decrease import tariffs in net food-importing countries; and (ii) to increase export tariffs in net food-exporting countries. Yet small countries are harmed by both decisions. 

Dr Bouet also illustrated the costs of a binding process, i.e. a lack of cooperation in and regulation of such policies, in times of crisis using a model illustration that mimicked the mechanisms that have appeared during the recent food price surge. The idea is to understand why, in cases of initial exogenous food price increase on the world market, countries react by imposing export taxes or export restrictions and decreasing import taxes, and why these policies amplify initial price increases. 

Dr Bouet concluded with a call for international regulation, in particular because small net food-importing countries may be substantially harmed by these beggar-thy-neighbour policies that amplify the already negative impact of the food crisis. He emphasized the advantages of the multilateral trading system. Multilateral liberalization is good for international food security. Consolidation of trade policies is good for international food security. In closing, he stressed that the WTO needs to address the issue of export restrictions very soon. 
(c) Dr Nicholas Kalaitzandonakes, Director, Economics and Management of Agrobiotechnology Center (EMAC), University of Missouri

Dr Kalaitzandonakes stressed that agricultural innovation, productivity growth and trade can temper price increases and volatility and thus contribute towards food security.

He examined the drivers and trends of prices for maize, soybeans and wheat. He noted that in the last ten years, we have seen a reversal of a 40-year trend of declining real commodity prices. He noted that a number of structural (demand and supply) factors have contributed to food price increases over the last decade. He noted that innovation, productivity growth and trade can temper price increases and volatility. Government policies should pay attention to both. Agricultural biotechnology is important here, due to its scope for sustained productivity growth and potential impact on agricultural commodity trade. 
He quoted studies showing the impact of biotechnology on the expansion of supplies and the lowering prices of agricultural commodities (soybean, maize, cotton, canola) and of various oilseeds (soybeans, canola, sunflower, palm). Productivity growth, in turn, leads to increased exports of commodities, as the success stories of Argentina, Brazil, Canada, China, Paraguay and the United States demonstrate.

Studies show that impacts of trade disruptions resulting from regulatory asynchronicity (i.e. a biotech product approved by an exporting country but not the importing country) can be costly both to importing and exporting countries. The reason is that the biotech pipeline has been expanding and the biotech regulatory systems and approvals in different countries have become less synchronized. “Zero tolerance” policies for asynchronously approved agricultural innovation thus imply zero trade. One study found that in the case of soybeans, the impact on the EU may be as much as a 200 per cent price increase, in case of zero tolerance. 
Dr Kalaitzandonakes concluded that structural factors and some new constraints (e.g. climate change) will likely continue to put pressure on global food prices. Biotech and other innovations will need to keep supply growth rates in line with demand and prices at sustainable levels. Regulatory asynchronicity and zero tolerance will impact on trade like any other technical barriers. Low-level pricing policies (LLP) and regulatory synchronicity deserve strong attention. One study found that if bilateral trade disruptions caused by LLP created a 5-10 per cent reduction of soybean imports into China, there would be an 8-15 per cent increase in price. 
(d) Ms Alice Chepleting Kayla, National Chairman, Agricultural Society of Kenya 
Ms Kayla spoke about the problems that farmers in Sub-Saharan Africa are facing in trading their agricultural products. Problems include:

·  the high cost of production (the cost of producing one tonne of sugar in Egypt is US$ 220, compared to US$ 500 in Swaziland, Uganda, Malawi and Zambia)
·  the general absence of government policies, which restricts the movement of commodities across borders
· the general lack of government subsidies in the event of droughts, the high cost of raw materials, over-production
· the reluctance of countries to adopt agricultural biotechnology
· the lack of economies of scale 
· the low value in the market chain.

Ms Kayla concluded that the farmers are left out in key decisions when it comes to trade policies. She noted that it will be a long time before farmers realise their objectives unless all countries adopt agricultural biotechnology. 
(e) Mr Stuart Harbinson, Senior Policy Adviser, Sidley Austin LLP

Mr Harbinson discussed the role of the WTO in addressing food security. He said that the current Doha mandate is relevant in addressing agriculture concerns, though international trade is only one of many elements relevant to food security, and trade not the answer to all of the challenges in agriculture. Nevertheless, the WTO Agreement on Agriculture affirms that the long-term objective is “to establish a fair and market-oriented agricultural trading system”. This was reconfirmed in the Doha mandate in 2001.

The key elements of the Doha agriculture mandate still seem relevant to addressing food security concerns:

· substantial improvements in market access

· reductions of all forms of export subsidies with a view to phasing them out;

· substantial reductions in trade-distorting domestic support

·  special and differential treatment for developing countries 

· “non-trade concerns” to be taken into account.
Expanding slightly on the special and differential treatment aspect, it is perhaps worth mentioning in particular the provision for “special products” in the Doha draft modalities — closely related to many developing countries’ desire to protect their food security.

Other elements of the Doha Round also remain broadly relevant to promoting food security:

· addressing non-tariff barriers

· trade facilitation

· NAMA (non-agricultural market access) sectoral negotiations

· the reduction/elimination of barriers to trade in environmental goods and services.
Mr Harbinson disagreed with critics questioning the continuing appropriateness of Doha in a food crisis. He also disagreed with proponents of less trade, more food sovereignty and even more subsidies. Agricultural products are not currently heavily traded – according to Director-General Pascal Lamy, they currently make up only 10 per cent of world trade; only 25 per cent of the world’s agricultural production is traded globally; and, in some key commodities (e.g., rice) the figure is much lower. 

Food self-sufficiency at the national level does not seem to be a viable option in many cases. It might well imply that labour and capital would be redirected from the more productive to the less productive areas, with a negative impact on national income and purchasing power, one of the keys to food security. What is more, in some cases there could be adverse consequences for the environment. Over-emphasis on food security could make put net food importing countries even in more precarious situation. 

International trade is not the source of the food crisis. If anything, international trade, conducted properly, moderates prices through greater competition. Doha can help to reform what remains in many cases an unfair system and deepen markets. It is perhaps not enough – for example there are the weak WTO rules on export restrictions which could be more meaningfully addressed than they are in the current draft modalities. But at least it is moving in the right direction.

Contrary to popular conception, the WTO as an institution is well equipped to carry forward negotiations in agriculture and produce a balanced result. It has a very flexible governance structure and can benefit from the considerable impact and effectiveness of diverse groups like the G20, G33, G10 and the Cairns Group. In fact, while negotiations on Doha as a whole might be stuck, the negotiations in agriculture have made huge progress, even if problems still remain to be solved.

Given the overall impasse on Doha, various alternatives are now being floated by some analysts and commentators, e.g. 

· to abandon Doha and construct a new negotiating agenda which recognizes “21st-century issues”, like food security; or 

· to dismember Doha but “salvage” some of the individual elements, perhaps on a plurilateral or “critical mass” basis.

Mr Harbinson did not consider these suggestions workable. The first could waste years of effort with no prospect of reaching consensus on a new agenda. Any “21st-century” agenda in agriculture would naturally replicate the “20th-century” agenda we are still addressing. The second is at best uncertain. Critical mass is a useful concept — but how likely is it that major emerging market economies and other developing countries would participate in the negative atmosphere that would be created by the abandonment of the Doha Development Agenda? 
Mr Harbinson concluded that the way forward was to finish Doha, though something must change in order to conclude the negotiations. Maybe the final outcome will need some reconfiguring, and the incredibly detailed “modalities” may have been an obstacle.

In the meantime, the WTO should start to discuss — if not yet negotiate — some of the “21st-century issues”. This could include a more holistic discussion of food security. He was confident that the flexible machinery of the WTO would find a way to do this. There will surely be more work for the WTO to do after Doha to address food security. 
Finally, the WTO’s powers of monitoring protectionism, ensuring that the required notifications of trade measures come in on time, and are reviewed promptly, should be enhanced. Lots of things can be done by governments in the name of food security but not all will be justifiable. 
2. Questions from the Audience

Questions focused on the role of the Doha negotiations in strengthening food security, such as by addressing export restrictions. There should be more discussion on the role of innovative agricultural technologies and food security — and what guidelines are needed to address trade in such technologies. 
3. Conclusion

Four points were highlighted in conclusion:

1. Economic studies show that protectionist measures applied by WTO members in the agricultural sector result in high and volatile food prices, endangering food security, in particular in small net food-importing countries. The WTO should address the issue of export restrictions on agricultural commodities.

2. Agricultural innovation, productivity growth, and trade can temper price increases and volatility and thus contribute towards food security, but regulatory asynchronicity can be costly and needs to be addressed. 
3. Adopting agricultural biotechnology would help farmers in Sub-Saharan African to become more competitive globally.

4.  The current Doha mandate is relevant in addressing agriculture concerns, such as food security.

Next steps could involve more discussions and coordination at the international level on the impact of policies on agricultural innovation, and, in turn, the effect on food prices and food security.

