
Increasing the world's food supply won't
end hunger unless we address inequality
and injustice.
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Every October, world leaders and corporate executives
gather in Iowa to present the World Food Prize. Intended
to celebrate those who make the largest contributions to
increasing the world’s food supply, the recipients are an-
nounced each year by the U.S. Secretary of State.

On the same day that award is bestowed each year, so is
another one. It’s less well-known but, in my view, far more
important.

This alternative accolade is called the Food Sovereignty
Prize. Like the World Food Prize, it deals with food and
hunger, but in a very different way.

The corporations that fund the World Food Prize may not
entirely drive its agenda, but they certainly influence it.
By focusing on the sheer volume of food in the world, they
aim to reduce global hunger to a simple matter of science.
Then they sell us on the idea that we need their products
to increase the amount of food farmers harvest from each
acre.

But producing more food doesn’t always mean feeding
more hungry mouths. The Food Sovereignty Prize recog-
nizes that ending hunger is not a simple matter of growing
more food. It involves social science as well as physical
science.

When a farmer produces an extra ten bushels of crops from
each acre of land, perhaps more people will eat — or
maybe not. Americans don’t have to travel around the
world to see this, we must only ask our grandparents. Dur-
ing the Great Depression, farmers grew a great surplus of
food, and food prices crashed. Both farmers and con-
sumers suffered, as farmers went into bankruptcy while
the urban poor starved.

Today, we grow more food than we need — and then
throw 40 percent of it away. Meanwhile, many Americans
can afford to eat enough calories but only by buying cheap
junk food that will ultimately make them sick. And that’s
just in America, a wealthy nation. What about poor coun-
tries?

Smallholder farmers from around the world came together
in 2007 and dreamed of “a world where all peoples, na-
tions and states are able to determine their own food pro-

ducing systems and policies that provide every one of us
with good quality, adequate, affordable, healthy, and cul-
turally appropriate food.” They called this idea “food sov-
ereignty.”

In the U.S., food sovereignty means that a North Carolina
family won’t wake up one day to find out their property
value has tanked because a factory hog farm set up shop
next door and the air smells like manure day in and day
out. Or a small farmer in Maine who raises a few chickens
for meat won’t be told that she can’t slaughter and sell
them unless she first spends $30,000 on a government-ap-
proved facility for this purpose.

In the rest of the world, it means that peasant farmers who
have farmed their family’s land for generations but lack
formal land titles won’t have their land sold out from under
them to a foreign corporation by their own government.
And it means that indigenous farmers in the Andes will
not suddenly find that they can’t grow their traditional po-
tato varieties because the climate changed.

This year’s Food Sovereignty Prize goes to several Haitian
groups who have together helped their nation’s peasant
farmers conserve traditional seeds, improve farming prac-
tices, recover from the country’s massive 2010 earthquake,
and alleviate poverty.

Why are world leaders rubbing elbows with corporate ex-
ecutives at the World Food Prize ceremony instead of the
Haitian peasants who won the Food Sovereignty Prize?
Perhaps because advocates of food sovereignty understand
that achieving their goal will upset the social order in
which the 1 percent holds all the cards and the rest of us
hope to be trickled down upon.

And yet, if we aim to make any real progress toward end-
ing poverty and hunger, we must start by challenging the
inequality in our world today.
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After being delayed by the U.S. government shutdown, talks for a

Transatlantic Trade and Investment Partnership (TTIP) are quietly

gearing up again. Tariff barriers between the U.S. and EU are already

low, so these negotiations are focused squarely on achieving “regu-

latory coherence.” In other words, industry lobby groups and their

political allies on both sides of the Atlantic see the trade deal as an

opportunity to get rid of rules and regulations that limit their ability

to buy and sell goods and services. The outcome of TTIP has impli-

cations for the rest of the world. Leaders from both regions have

made clear, the terms of this trade agreement will set the standard

for future free trade agreements.

TTIP could affect a broad range of issues, from energy to the envi-

ronment, and intellectual property rights to labor rights. It could also

have a significant impact on the evolution of agricultural markets

and food systems in the U.S. and EU, as well as solidify the ability

of corporations and investors to challenge new regulations that could

affect expected profits through international tribunals. Unfortunately,

little concrete information is known about the content of the TTIP

proposals, since the governments involved have refused to publish

draft text.

In both the U.S. and EU, the time to influence the substance of the

agreement is before it is completed. That’s a tricky task, since the

negotiations are happening behind closed doors, but it means that

civil society groups and legislators need to pay close attention to

what is on the agenda, even without complete information.

In Promises and Perils of the TTIP: Negotiating a Transatlantic Agri-

cultural Market, (which we are co-publishing with the Heinrich Boell

Foundation) we outline some of the key differences between rules

in the U.S. and EU that will likely be on the negotiating table during

the trade talks:

•  Food safety: Differing food safety standards, especially

around GMOs and controversial growth hormones have been the

subject of trade disputes between the U.S. and EU for years, at the

WTO and in standards setting bodies. TTIP proposals seek to go be-

yond WTO commitments, and allow food safety standards to be

challenged directly by corporations. There is also pressure to lower

EU standards on meats and poultry, including controversial growth

promotion hormones, such as ractopamine, and chlorinated rinses

of poultry. The EU, for its part, is seeking to overturn limits on its

exports of beef despite concerns over EU member state controls to

prevent Mad Cow Disease. This deregulatory approach could carry

over into emerging technologies, such as the use of nanotechnology

in food and agriculture, even though there are no clear regulatory

definitions of nanomaterials or risk assessment of their impacts on

human health and the environment.

•  Chemical policy reforms: Rules on the use of potentially

toxic chemicals would be negotiated in the Technical Barriers to

Trade chapter of TTIP. These rules could affect the regulation chem-

icals like Bisphenol A (BPA) used in food packaging that disrupt the

delicate hormone balance in the human body. Rules to regulate those

chemicals are advancing at the US state and EU member state level.

The EU’s Regulation on Registration, Evaluation, Authorisation and

Restriction of Chemicals (REACH) process is firmly grounded in

the Precautionary Principle. In the U.S. to the contrary, the outdated

Toxics Substance Control Act of 1976 (TSCA) puts pressure on the

Environmental Protection Agency to prove that chemicals are un-

safe, rather than on the industries producing the chemicals to prove

that they are safe before they enter the market.

•  Procurement policies and local foods: As part of the

global movement towards healthier foods, new governmental pro-

grams, such as U.S. Farm to School Programs and similar initiatives

in Italy, Denmark and Austria, include bidding contract preferences

for sustainable and locally grown foods in public procurement pro-

grams. Both the U.S. and EU have criticized “localization barriers

to trade.” The EU, in particular, has been insistent on the inclusion

of procurement commitments in TTIP at all levels of government,

for all goods, and in all sectors—potentially including commitments

on these public feeding programs, taking the preference away from

locally grown.

•  Financial service reforms: The links between agriculture,

food security, financial services and commodity market regulation

are multifaceted. New rules being developed to implement Dodd-

Frank in the U.S. and the EU’s revised Markets in Financial Instru-

ments Directive (MiFID) process seek to increase the transparency

and comprehensiveness of reporting to regulators by market partic-

ipants and prevent market disruption by unregulated, dark market

trading. Efforts at upward harmonization of financial and commodity

market regulation could be derailed by proposals to include them in

the TTIP financial services chapter and to make financial reforms

subject to investor legal challenges.

Discussions on these rules on safer and more sustainable food sys-

tems need to happen under conditions of full transparency and

should not be subsumed within a trade agreement.

If there is any hope that the focus on regulatory coherence does not

simply mean shifting standards toward the lowest common denom-

inator, then the U.S. and EU governments need to prioritize human

and environmental well-being over market openings for multina-

tional corporations. That seems entirely improbable given statements

made by the governments up to this point. Improbable isn’t the same

thing as impossible though. The current approach is a political

choice; a different path is possible.

Read Promises and Perils of the TTIP: Negotiating a Transatlantic

Agricultural Market for more.
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