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UN report calls for measures to address food crisis
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In anticipation of a global summit on the food crisis, the United Nations called on world leaders on Wednesday to agree to urgent measures to ease demand for grains and alleviate high food prices.

The report, by the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, suggests that countries might need to reconsider policies that encourage the production of ethanol and other biofuels. The report also suggests that the food summit in Rome, which runs from June 3 through June 5, gives world leaders a chance to re-launch a war on hunger.

"This is a unique moment in history: for the first time in 25 years, a fundamental incentive — high food commodity prices — is in place for stimulating the agriculture sector," said Jacques Diouf, director-general of the Food and Agriculture Organization, in a prepared statement. He said the current global food situation was a reminder that previous commitments to eradicate hunger have not been met.

The report, by the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, said 22 countries were particularly vulnerable to sharp increases in food and fuel prices because many of their people are already hungry, and they depend on imports for fuel, and in some cases, major grains.

Eritrea, for instance, imports 100 percent of its petroleum, 88 percent of its major grains, and three quarters of its population is undernourished. Among the other countries listed were Haiti, Tajikistan, Niger, Botswana, Cambodia and Zambia.

Food prices have soared since 2006 prompting discontent and in some instances, rioting across the globe, from Haiti to the Philippines. The Food and Agriculture Organization's index of food prices increased 24 percent in 2007, compared with the previous year, and 53 percent in the first three months of 2008.

While noting that price spikes in agricultural markets were not uncommon, the report suggests that the current run-up in prices was different because it has lasted longer and impacted nearly all major food and feed commodities, instead of just a few crops. It predicted that higher food prices would continue but was vague in its predictions of how long the higher prices would last.

"The possibility of further sharp price hikes and continued volatility as a result of unforeseen events seems to be likely for the next few seasons," the report said. "As opposed to other instances of sharp increases in agricultural commodity prices that have rapidly dissipated, we could be facing higher prices for some time."

The report says the price increases were caused by a confluence of events. Weather problems created crop shortages, and demand for biofuels ratcheted up demand for corn, sugar and other feedstocks. Stockpiles of grains have dropped by 3.4 percent a year, on average, since 1995 because demand has outstripped supply. An increasing appetite for meat and dairy products in China and other developing countries has intensified the demand for feed grains.

The report encourages targeted food giveaways and food subsidies to the world's poor and short-term subsidies to provide small-scale farmers with seeds, fertilizer and animal feed to increase production. For the long term, it emphasizes that the public and private sector should invest in agricultural research and outreach programs.

