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Abstract 

Panellists in this session focused on the G20's agriculture ministers’ “Action plan on food price volatility and agriculture”, highlighting new and evolving approaches for improving global governance of food security. Discussions began with an overview of the four main areas of work which were agreed by the G20 agriculture ministers: agricultural production in the long run, transparency and information in international markets, international coordination and risk management and financial markets. The G20 discussions had led to the establishment of the new Agriculture Marketing Information System (AMIS), a joint OECD/FAO initiative that seeks to provide up-to-date data on agriculture markets to as wide an audience as possible. The agencies represented on the panel highlighted the various fora that are available for countries to discuss approaches for achieving food security and the types of changes these organizations are making to contribute to global food security. Several panellists commented on the negative effect of export restrictions on global food security. In particular, the World Food Programme (WFP) stressed the importance of finding agreement on a resolution to prohibit export barriers for humanitarian purchases by the WFP at the WTO Ministerial in December 2011.
1. Presentations by the panellists

(a) Mr François Riegert, Permanent Representative, French Mission to the WTO

Mr Riegert described the G20 process that had led to agreement on an Action Plan on Food Price Volatility and Agriculture. The G20 had invited an inter-agency team, including FAO, IFAD, OECD, UNCTAD, WFP, the World Bank, the WTO, IFPRI and the UN High Level Task Force, “to work with key stakeholders to develop options for G20 consideration on how to better mitigate and manage the risks associated with the price volatility of food and other agriculture commodities, without distorting market behaviour, ultimately to protect the most vulnerable.” In the report “Price volatility in food and agricultural markets: Policy responses”, the inter-agency team developed nine recommendations that touched on long-term and immediate objectives with respect to strengthening agricultural productivity, and shorter-term objectives relating to enhancing information and transparency in agricultural markets. From these nine recommendations the G20 agriculture ministers developed an Action Plan emphasizing five key areas: agriculture production and investment, transparency and information, reducing the impact of price volatility on the most vulnerable, financial regulation and international policy coordination. 

With respect to increasing agricultural investments, the Action Plan stressed the need to increase agricultural production and productivity. To this end, several events were planned, including a conference on agricultural research for development in Montpellier. The investments in this area, as foreseen by the World Bank in 2008, need to be sustainable in order to address the root causes of agricultural productivity. 

The ministers also decided to establish AMIS in order to enhance the quality, timeliness and reliability of food market outlook information, including data on production, consumption and stocks. The AMIS Secretariat would be hosted in FAO and would involve other international organizations. While the goal of this initiative was to encourage countries to share data, there was recognition that this could be challenging given the strategic nature of the information 

In order to reduce the impact of price volatility, the ministers agreed to develop a risk management toolbox, including insurance for vulnerable populations. The ministers also asked the WFP to conduct a feasibility study and cost-benefit analysis on the possibility of establishing a pilot program for a targeted emergency humanitarian food reserves system, and invited the international organizations to develop a code of conduct for responsible emergency food reserves management.

Given the lack of consensus on the impact of commodity-derivative markets on food price volatility, the ministers sent a political message to the finance ministers and Central Bank governors to take appropriate decisions for better regulation and supervision of agricultural financial markets. The Technical Committee of the International Organization of Securities Commissions (IOSCO) released its report on Principles for the Regulation and Supervision of Commodity Derivatives Markets on September 15, 2011. 

The ministers recognized that international policy coordination and governance are crucial for addressing questions of volatility in the agriculture sector, and decided to establish a Rapid Response Forum to promote policy coherence and coordination in times of crisis. The ministers agreed to remove food-export barriers for food purchased for non-commercial humanitarian purchases by WFP and recommended consideration of the adoption of a specific resolution on this issue by the WTO Ministerial Conference in December 2011. The goal of these initiatives was to support a predictable, non-distorted, transparent trading system of governances that ensures better trading and contributes to food security based on rules. 

(b) Ms Carmel Cahill, Senior Counsellor, Trade and Agriculture Directorate, OECD
Ms Cahill described in more detail the structure of AMIS and underlying discussions held by the agencies on the impact of trade and of biofuel policies on food price volatility. AMIS would include three distinct components: a secretariat, a rapid response group and a technical group. The AMIS secretariat would be housed at FAO and would build on existing mechanisms and knowledge and personnel, principally from FAO and WFP and IFAD. Some G20 countries have already offered to provide data. The Secretariat would function as technical secretariat producing reports, monthly bulletins and a toolkit for recognizing signals of an impending market crisis. The goal would be to provide a rapid response forum, composed of senior officials close to ministers, with timely access to relevant information for managing potential crises. The technical group of member countries of AMIS would work on short-term forecasts, initially in the area of wheat, grain rice and soybeans. Web-based dissemination would ensure that the information reaches as wide an audience as possible. 

The agencies that contributed to the report on price volatility agreed that trade has to be an important part of any food security strategy – and that trade has both short-term and long-term impacts. Trade is needed to buffer shocks that happen in a particular region. In the long term, not all countries should seek to supply all their own food. Only trade can ensure that food can flow from where it is produced cheaply, efficiently and reliably. Policies targeting self-sufficiency cannot provide security if production conditions constrain agricultural production or if production depends on imported inputs. The agency report called for improved market access for food commodities, reduced trade-distorting support from developed countries and elimination of export subsidies. In addition, the report considered export restrictions and advised that more work was needed to define the circumstances in which an export restriction could be used. In most cases export restrictions should be time-limited measures of last resort when other measures, such as safety nets, are exhausted. Other recommendations included strengthening the WTO notification process and considering an exemption for humanitarian purchases of food.

On the question for biofuels, Ms Cahill noted that the G20 ministers had not adopted the agencies’ recommendation that G20 countries remove all measures that subsidize or mandate biofuel production. Instead the G20 ministers had called for more work on this topic. According to the agencies involved in the price volatility report, evidence showed that the large increase in demand for agricultural raw materials in the production of ethanol contributed to price increases and to price volatility. The agencies stressed that trade should be open for biofuels and recommended that research be accelerated, with a focus on foodstuffs that compete directly with food. 
(c) Mr Kostas Stamoulis, Director, Agriculture Economic Development Division, FAO
Mr Stamoulis noted that in future the world will need to provide food for a growing world population in the context of declining resource base. Since every country will have a different national agenda for food security, the challenge will be to ensure that these agendas are a product of dialogue among stakeholders. Among the issues that require discussion is the role of governments in catalysing investment, property rights relating to land and other natural resources, gender issues, and responses to climate change. Governments need to develop strategies for managing information and statistics necessary for thoughtful policy-making for food security. 

Many initiatives have begun to promote good global governance and coherence in this area. These include the High-Level Task Force which coordinates UN action on food security, the World Bank’s global agriculture and food security programme, NEPAD, and FAO’s Committee on Food Security (CFS). Global coherence requires a system that will encourage dialogue among these initiatives to develop a common vision for goals and desired outcomes through a process that ensures efficiency, transparency and accountability.

According to the Mr Stamoulis, the CFS is a promising forum for promoting coherence. The CFS provides a forum for dialogue among all stakeholders in the world food system, including UN agencies, civil society and the private sector. The CFS has also convened meetings in which high level panels of experts present information and analysis to relevant stakeholders for debate. CFS is an essential forum for consensus building about approaches to address global challenges and offers a platform for policy convergence across countries, including through the development of voluntary guidelines. Finally, the CFS facilitates the process of monitoring policy implementation at the national level. 

(d) Ms Lauren Landis, Director, World Food Programme
Ms Landis commented on how price volatility has created challenges for the WFP. As volatility increases, the number of hungry people grows, leading to rising costs for the WFP. The WFP is evolving to address these new economic conditions. First, the WFP is expanding the toolbox of interventions used to deal with food insecurity situations. WFP programmes consider both food assistance and food aid in order to take into the account the needs of vulnerable people. The WFP is also adjusting the ways in which it acquires food, including by sourcing food locally and engaging in forward purchases. 


Ms Landis described two proposals in the area of export restrictions and humanitarian aid. An exemption from export restrictions for humanitarian aid would assist the WFP in helping the most vulnerable populations in a timely manner. The second proposal related to the development of regional humanitarian food reserves. The G20 meeting called for a pilot project, feasibility study and cost benefit analysis to look at small targeted regional food reserves. Over the past months, the WFP had worked on the development of this study in partnership with African regional organizations, including ECOWAS. The goal of the reserve would be to address the food crisis and shocks and to contribute to the implementation of safety nets and other targeted distribution programmes. A team of global experts is developing the idea of the reserve in order to limit impacts on markets and trade and to ensure consistency with WTO rules. 

2. Questions and comments by the audience
Several WTO members had questions during the discussion. The Swiss representative called for clarification and a strengthening of disciplines on export restrictions, and welcomed the export restriction exemption on food for humanitarian purposes. The Egyptian representative highlighted the proposal that had been put forward by the NFIDCS calling for an exemption for NFIDCs and LDCs from food export restrictions. The Australian representative stressed the important contributions made by international organizations like the WTO to market predictability, and recalled that both import and export measures have impacts on food security outcomes. 

Members of the audience raised questions regarding the role of commodity markets and cross-border investment in land. Others noted that food crisis situations were often predictable, such as the current crisis in the Horn of Africa, and questioned why action had not been taken earlier as the crisis unfolded. Some concerns were expressed that the AMIS would not generate practical solutions but would instead serve as a discussion forum without leading to subsequent action. Noting the importance of trade as part of the package of tools to address food security, one WTO member wondered what would be included in a “Food Security” round of negotiations at the WTO. 

3. Conclusion

The panellists stressed that the agreement reached by the international organizations contributing to the price volatility report and the G20 countries was a positive step towards achieving a global coherence for food security. One key new issue that had been raised in this process was the contribution of export restrictions to price volatility and the question of what disciplines would be useful to avoid repeating past experiences. Panellists also noted that addressing food security requires both short-term approaches to ensure that vulnerable populations have access to safety nets during times of crisis, and long-term commitments to investment in agriculture. In terms of the types of issues that should be included in a “Food Security” trade round, panellists noted that, while export restrictions were the obvious issue, import protection could also contribute to food price volatility and therefore a comprehensive package was needed.

