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FOOD
IRRADIATION

. ls it for
preserving food or for preserving
the nuclear industry?

Jake Epp's annoumcement on September

10, 1987, that food irradiation "does not
pose a hazard to health” is, like irradiated
food usclf, difficult for many consumers to
swallow, Beyond the natyral aversion thar
many people have 10 the idea of subjecting
food 1o large doses of radiation, Epp's deci-
sion flies in the face of international scientific
gncertainty about the safety of immadiated
foods.

Those Lining up in favour of food irradia-
tion safety inclode Atomic Energy of Canada
Lid, the Consumers Association of Canada,
the U.S. Food and Drug Administration, the
American Medical Association, and a Joint
Expert Committee made up of represeatatives
from the World Health Organization, the
Food and Agriculture Organization and the
International Atomic Energy Ageacy, all spe-
cialized agencies within the United Nations.
However, other high profile organizations
that bebeve the safety issue is still controver-
ga! include the British Medica! Association,
the Canadian Medical Association, the
International Qrganization of Consumers
Unions, and the Toronto Board of Health In
sdhtion, West Germany, Grear Britain, New
Zealand, and the State of Maine are among
the jurisdictions that have prohibited the sale
of imadiated foods. And most large grocery
readlers in Canada are disinclined i test mar-
bet imdiated products.

Aty proposal that involves the expansion
#f the nuclear industry (in this case, into

>oddwide involvement in the food industry)
Roa 3 red flag for most eavironmentalists.

N ational Health and Welfare Minister
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Since the technology relies primarily on the
use of radioactive materials, it will lead to
more radioactive wastes (for which there are
po reliable disposal methods), transponation
hazards, occupational health and safety risks,
and, undoubtedly, increases in the cost of
food. But beyond the issues of eavironmental
and food safety, 2 more fundamental issue is
whether this technology is even necessary.
Critics believe that it is intended more for
extending the shelf-life of the nuclear indus-
try than that of food.

Last May, after hearing submissions from
more than 50 organizations, individuals and
government agencics, the federal
Parliamentary Standing Committee on
Consumer and Corporate Affairs issued a
report on the safety and labelling of irradiated
foods. The committee (which has addressed
such issues as metric conversion and is now
Jooking into the issue of misleading advenis-
ing) concluded that too many troubling ques-
tions about the process remain unanswered 10
recommend its expanded vse in Canada or its
expoit 10 other countries.

Canadian regulations already allow the
irradiation of wheat, wheat flour, spices, pota-
toes, and onions, although no commercial
food irradiation facilities are currently in use
in Canada. According to Health and Welfare
Canada. there are no irradiated foods on gro-
cery store shelves in Canada. However, it is
impossible to be sure of this fact since gro-
cery store shelves are stocked with foods
from around the world, and there is no way of
testing whether food has been imadiated.

Epp chose to ignore the parlizmentary
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committee’s warning and to insiead side with
the widely publicized findings of the Joint
Expent Commiuee (noted above), which pub-
lished a report in 1981 summarizing its
review of the scientific literature, That repont
reached reassuring conclusions about the safe-
ty of food irradiation,

However, it is dflicult 10 snderstand how
the findings of this seven-year-old repon
should carry such weight today, since the reli-
ability of many of the studies done before and
after the expert committec’s review is ques-
tionable. Some published studies have repont-
ed findings of adverse health effects in 1est
animals and children fed imadiated foods.
Some attempis to replicate these studies have
succeeded, some have failed. Reviews dis-
crediting the findings of adverse effects have
often been confidential, unpublished or not
fully accredited. In short, despite many years
of research, it is clear that serious questions
remain about the toxicological safety of ira-
diated foods. As with so many modem tech-
nologies, lack of proof of harm cannot be
equated with proof of safety.

Debate, then, over the safety of food irradi-
ation stems from controversy about the relia-
bility of existing research, troubling resulis
from some of these studies, and a number of
additional uncenainties. The following list
covers a number of areas where the debate is
bottest:

* controversy exists over the creation,
when food is irradiated, of seemingly unique
chemical structures in the food which may
have negative health effects;

* a controversial study was done in India
which found chromosomal abnormalities in
malnourished children fed imadiated wheat.
While this study is ofter crincized, animal
stodies have found similar resulis;

¢ 3 US. study found tumours and Kidney
disease in mice fed irradiated chicken;

¢ there are concerns about nutritional
degradation, especially vitamin loss in irradi-
ated foods over and above that which occurs
from cooking, freezing, etc. (These changes in
foods may not be a problem in a well-bal-
anced diet, but are of concern when a single
food item dominates the diet as often occurs
in Third World countries.);

# there is very linle information about the
effects of imadiation on residves of pesticides
and other environmental pollutants that find
their way into food;
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* and botuwlism-causing bacteria are highly
resistant to imadiztion, while other bacieria
thar would ordinanly help tc wam the con-
sumer of spoilage are eradicated. This final
concem is mirumized only if the food is ade-
quately refrgerated dunng all post-uradiation
storage and handling.

Additional concerns relate &o the effect of
irradiation on food packaging. Since the pro-
cess cannot proiect against post-irradiation
recontaminatior of food dunng handling,
many {5025, such as poultry, will need 1o be
sealed in plastic wrap before imadiation. The
effects of imadiation on the many plastic
polymers used 1n food packaging, and on the
many add'ves used an conjunction with the
basic polymers, are not fully understood. As
well, if plastic wrapping creates an anacrobic
(oxygen-free) environmen: for the Tood or
small oxygen-free pockets in the food itself,
irradiation-resistant botulism-causing bacteria
may be able 1o proliferate if the food is not
adequately refrigerated.

Finally, since there is no way to detect
whether food has been irradiated, there is,
therefore, nc w ay to tell whether only the
allowable dos. of radration has been applied,
or if spoiled food has been irradiated to conn-
terfeit the.gppearance of freshness.

Epp’s favourable respanse to food irradia-
tion is in keeping with the position of Atomic
Energy of Canada 1uad. (AECL), the Crown

corporation that manufactures food irradia-
tion technology and processes cobalt-60, the
primary irradiation source. In an extraordi-
nary move last fall, AECL used its publicly
furd=d budget to orchestrate a nuclear indus-
try lobbying campaign aimed at paving the
way for the corporation’s marketing of irradi-
ation techrology in Canada and abroad.
Members of the Canadian Nuclear Society
and the Canadian Nuclear Association were
provided with a "Suggested Letter to
Government” written by AECL; it cofn-
plained of the parliamentary standing com-
mittee being “overly influenced by vocal
activists.”

The "letter,” which supporters were
encouraged 1o use a5 a guide in wriling their
own letters to government officials, failed to
point out that in addition to hearing from pro-
ponents and opponents of the technology, the
parhamentary commitice commissioned an
independent toxicological review of the sci-
entific literature. That review concluded that
“unless the benefits are significant, it would
be prudent to resolve the remaining ques-
tions before proceeding with widespread
application of :he technology.” Similar con-
clusions were reached recently in a repont
prepared for and endorsed by the Toronio
Board of Health. This report noted that the
majority of rescarch efforts to date have
focussed on {(and not yet resolved) the ques-
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tion of the toxicological safety of irradiaied
foods. The board report went on to say that
very few studies have addressed the social,
economic or political impacts of introducing
this technology in Canada and abroad.

When the effects of the 1echnology are
addressed in the broader social context, fun-
damental questions about the need for this
technology arise, Both the debate over safety
and the push for worldwide investment in
food irradiation assume that this need exisis.
However, it has not been demonstraled.

Proponents of food irradiation argue that it
will prevent buman deaths from Salmonella
poisoning. Siatistics Canada reporns that
beiwzen nine and 16 people have dicd exch
year in Canada from Salmonella poisoning,”
depending on the year. However, one mathe-
matica! projection of unproven reliability esti-
mates the actual number of deaths pet year at
763. Since the number of deaths actually
reported is so much lower than this projec-
tion, there appears 10 be a need to reexamine
the data to understand the true picture. In any
case, while irradistion of poultry effectively
kills 100 percent of the Salmonella present,
recontamination of poultry by Salmonells can
occur as readily afier irradiation, as afier most
other food processing methods.

And, as 3 means of controlling Salmonella
contamination of poultry, food irradiation has
competition from several more economical



and e nmenially sound alicratives. An
Agricuiture Canads sudy done in 1986 found
food inmdiation 1o be ooe of the least cost-
sffective options available for Salmonella
control in poultry. Bxamples of cheaper and
simpler aliefnatives included education of
consumers end people involved in the food
processing industry (to prevent recontaming-
tion), and adequate cleaning and disinfecting
of poultry and poultry crates during trans-
ponation and processing.

Food irradiation s also touted as the best
food preservation technique for tropical coun-
tries where refrigeration is frequently lacking.
However, 8 lack of refrigeration generally
coincides with low and unreliable packaging
standards and & dearth of efficient transpona-
tion systems. Under such circumstances,
food from one or more large and centrally
located immadiation facilities could be easily
recontaminated during redistribution.

Aliernatively, if many smaller, decentral-
ized or mobdile iradiaiors are devised. the dis-
persal of such highgechnology inte Third
World society could present serious risks.
Only recently, the world beard of the tagedy
in Brazil where the release of radioactive
cesivm from an abandoned cancer therapy
machine caused several deaths and
widespread environmental contamination.

Proponeats of food iradiation also claim
that it will reduce pesticide residues oz foods,
since irradiation is an aliernative 10 post-har-
vest pesticide preservation methods. This
reduction, while desirable, would be minimal
since, depeading on the foods invelved, most
pesticide residues oe foods result from pre-
barvest agricultural practices

Finally, and perhaps most objectionably,
proponents attempt 1o wrap themselves in the
cloak of world saviors and stae that food
irndiarion will belp solve world hunger by
reducing food spoilage. However, this
spoilage generally results from a complex
combination of social, political, economic,
enviroamentsl, and technological conditions
that would be encountered afier the food
Xeaves an iradiation facility, Food irradiation
atempts 1o offer a simplistic, though expen-
sive, techoological “solution™ to & problem
that is more than just 1echnological.

In sddition 1o the debate over safery and
the more fundamental issue of whether the
technology is even necessary, concems arise
over the process by which the decision to
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allow iradiation is apparently being made,
The parliamentary standing commitiee
advised caution. However, the federn! gov-
erument is ia the process of changing reguls-
tions governing food irradintjon, and, despite
the fact that the technology is stil! controver-
sial, Epp, "sees no reason to alier current
approved uses of food irmadiation of to post-
pone the case-by-case consideration of any
foture applications.” The decision seems,
therefore, 1o be not whether, but when, as
many foods as possible will be imadiated.
Consumers may wonder whether the minisier
of Health and Welfare Canada is properly
defending the health interests of the publc or
whether the health of AECL, 2 money-losing
Crown corporation, is of overriding concern
10 him and hus cabinel colleagues.

The government's cavalier spproach to
food irradiation is reminiscent of the Suation
in the U.S. in the 19205 when lead was first
added 10 gasoline. Industry and govemment
scienrists discovered a technological break-
through and saw enormous profit potential.
Their forceful arguments carried the day
despite warnings from public health expents
that not enough was known about the risks 10
public health of widespread use and dispersal
of 2 known poison.

During the last 20 years, the hazards and
expense to society of widespread environ-
mental Jead contamination have become well
known However, over the course of the 50
years pricr 1o tha, the lead additive industry
and the il refining and automotive industries
had become highly interdependent. As 2
result, the removal of lead from gasoline has
been, and in Canada cornnues to be, a very
expensive, politically difficult and slow pro-
cess despite international consensus about
scrious health concerns.

If current concerns about food irradiation
prove (o be warranted, international entrench-
ment of food imradiation in agricultural, food
processing and food marketing indusiries
promises 1o create similar problems.

Public interest groups in Canada, such as
the Vancouver-based Canadian Coalition 10
Stop Food Irradiation and the Toronio-based
Food Chain are concerned that neither the
safety of nor the need for this technology has
been adequately demonstrated. Accordingly,
they intend 10 organize consumer boycotts of
any imadiated foods that find their way to
grocery store shelves. In Britain, similar

activity led 10 8 promise from the matsive
retail chair Marks and Spencer that it wib aot
carry imadisied food products in any of its
mores.

Simiar reticence was voiced in December
1987 by the multinational grocery resiler A
& P following a U.S. radio program on the
issue. Food Chain's Linda Pim was inter-
viewed and 1014 listeners of A & P's plans to
test market irradiared potatoes in one of its
Hamihon, Ontario, stores. A & P vice-presi-
dent of communications and corporate affairs,
Michae] Roarke, was greeled & his Monivale,
New Jerscy, office the aext moming by a bar-
rage of concerned callers. By midday the
test marketing was cancelled, and A& P gar-
¢d that it "has no inteation of testing iradiar-
ed products ol any kind.”

Such consumer oppositon to food irradia-
tion may prove to be & formidable barrier, and
the government'’s green light to food irradia-
tion may not lead to quick implementation
here. But that green light may nevenheless
have serious impacts abroad.

Our government's approval of food imadia-
tion will pave the way for AECL and the
Canadian International Development Agency
to expand expon of the technology to the
Third World. The public in Third World
countries does not enjoy the righis that
Canadians have to public scrutiny in deciding
whether 1o adopt food irradiation or not.
Recipients of our “foreign aid” will likely be
the first 10 pasticipate in a massive experi-
ment with public health.

Despite Epp's assenions that food imadia-
tion is safe, the jury s still owt and likely will
be for some time  Beyond the safety issve,
we have not even begun Lo tnvestigate the
political, economic and cultural implications
and repercussions of this technology, or
whether it is even necessary. Surely we
should be asking and answering a whole
range of fundamental questions about the
implications of this technology for our soci-
ety and environment before spending millions
of taxpayers’ dollars on 2 nuclear industry
tha has already drawn heavily from the pub-
lic purse. =]

Kathy Cooper is a researcher with the
Canadian Environmental Law Association
David Poch is a lawyer and researcher with
Energy Probe.
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Low grain stocks spark food security fears

Bridget Bloom on recent challenges to conventional wisdom about production levels

T HAS become conven-
H tional wisdom over the

past few yeara that the
world produces too much grain
and that the huge cereal
surpluses which have been
built up in the rich industria-
Lised world are both costly and
unnecessary.

Farmers throughout the
European Community are even
now being wooed by their
governments to accept pay-
ment for growing pothing on
good arable land, while the
prices they will receive for
their wheat or maize at the
farm gate have been steadily
declining as part of a concerted
EC effort to reduce production.

Yet in the last three weeks,
three separate reports,
published in Washington,
Rome and London, challenge
the assumption that the world
is preducing too much grain.

The most dramatic comes
from the Worldwatch Institute,
a Washington based research
organisation whose director,
and author of the reporft, Mr
Lester R. Brown, is a former
senior official of the US Depart-
ment of Agriculture.

Mr Brown outlines the
“precipitous decline” in world
stocks of grain over the‘'last
two years. Reduced from 458m
tonnes to 250m tonnes, it is
estimated that grain stocks

“will have dropped from the
highest level ever to the lowest
since the years immedlately
following World War [L." This
amounts “to 54 days of con-
sumption, less than the 57
days' supply at the end of 1972
when grain prices doubled.”
Worldwatch believes that
world food security could well
be threatened, because the
declining stocks must be set
against the background of two
alarming trends: the marked
decline in the growth of food
oulput over the last four years,

and the “warming of the
wmuno_.... which scientists
elieve could produce more

severe droughts such as that
which has cut North American
grain production this year by
between 25 and 40 per cent,

The potentlal dangers of
lower grain stock levels, if not
Worldwatch's longer term
judgments, are endorsed hy
reports from the UN Food and
Agriculture Organisation in
Rome and the International
Wheat Council in London.

In the September issue of its
Outlook publication, the FAD
says that the severe drought
this summer in North America
will send cereal stocks below
the minimum considered nec-
essary to safeguard world food
security. The carry-over of
stocks from this present season

into 1988-89 would be 16 per
cent of anticipated consump-
tion for the following year,
rather than the 1718 per cent
considered safe. “Global cereal
output will need to increase by
220m tonnes or 13 per cent In
1989 to bring stocks back to
this minimum safety level,”
the FAO believes.

The International Wheat
Council, in a report on the out-
look for grain stocks issued at
the end of last month, is more
cautious though it accepts that
consumption in 1988-89 “can
only be met by a substantial
draw-down of atocks,” which
are forecast for wheat at 84m
tonnes (27 per cent down on
the previous year) and 120m
tonnes for coarse grains (45 per
AL thres raports agree tha

reports agree that
the principal reason for the
declining grain stocks is the
North American drought,
though the Soviet harvest is
also thought likely to be oni
200m tonnes against an estl-
mated 235m tonnes, partly due
to drought.

Worldwatch, however, also
noting recent droughts in
China, charts a marked decline
in the growth of grain
production, particularly In
populous countries like India,
China and Mexico. once noted
for their “green revolutions”

where production has levelled
off since the early 1980s.

While populations continue
to increase in the developing
world, Worldwatch azau%o:-
whether production there can
keep pace. It belleves that
there, 88 well a8 in Industria-
lised nations like the US, the
huge increases in past produc-
tion have partly been accom-
plished by “over-ploughing and
over-punping,” a process that
is bound to slow down produc-
tion in future as land quality
declines. :

If farmers had unlimited
resources of soil and water
they could easily meet the
challenges before them, Mr
Brown says. However, “the
reality 18 that they will begin
the next decade with a
cropland base that is no longer
expanding, a scarcity of fresh
water and no major new
technologies. . . that will lead
to the quantum jumps in world
food output such as those
associated with the spread of
hybrid corn, the nine-fold
increase in fertiliser use
between 1850 and 1984 and the
near-tripling of irrigated area
during the same period.”

Worldwatch believes that
even with the warming of the
planet which now seems
underway the odds are proba-
bly against ancother severe

drought in Narth America pext
year. Were it to happen, how-
ever, “the world would face a
food emergency.” .

Meanwhile - In case Euro-
pean farmers might interpret
these new warnings a potential
green light to produce more -
a more conventional view of
the future was offered by Mr
John MacGregor, British Minis-
ter of Agriculture, earlier this
week.“Is the world cereal sur-
plus a thing of the past and
should we now be looking to
expand production to meet ris-
ing demand?” he asked in a
speech to the UK Agricultural
Supply Trade Association,

Noting that even with higher
world prices as a result of the
US drought, the export of
wheat was still costing the EC
£40 a tonne in subseidies, Mr
MacGregor sald he thought
“such a reaction would be pre-
mature.”

He added that events in the
19708 ~ when cereal shortages
had driven prices and then pro-
duction up - had shown that
it “does not take long for a
perceived shortage to turn into
an actual surplus.”

Woridwatch Poper 85 The
Changing Food Prospect: The
Nineties and Beyond World-
watch Instituie, 1776 Massachu-
setts Avenue, Woshingson DC.
Prce $4
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Six to seven thousand Thir+ World people die from pesticide poisoning every year

- 20 -

One quarier of the world’s population consume two-thirds of the world’s food production.

Between eight hundred million and one billion people are too poor to acquire an adequate d—i:|

60% of the world's poor live on small farms.
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Food consumption is perhaps the most
basic of all development issues, for food is
an absolute requirement for human life.
Agriculture is the means by which most
peaple in the world earn their living (70-
bJ% in low income countries,and 35-53% in
middle income countries). Except for Af-
rica, agricultural production has risen in
the last decade, but the problems of poverty
znd hunger remain. Food shortage is not
simply a matter of urderproduction or
‘overpopulation’ (Britain has a far greater
population density than India). Itisn’teven
a matter of too little food in the world, as the
World Bank reassured us recently: “Present
output of grain alone could supply every
man, woman and child with more than
3,000 calories and 65 grammes of protein
per day. Eliminating malnutrition would
require redirecting only about 2% of the
world’s grain outpu:*.! Food shortage is
more a matter of who owns the land, and
what it is used for, since it is the people
without access to land to grow their own
food, or with insufficient income to buy it,
w ho are vulnerable to malnutrition.

Cash Crops

Since the ad vent of colonialism, production
of crops for export has increased at the
expense of produchon of food for the
domestic market Large landowners and
foreign companies use the most fertile, flat
land, pushing subsistence farmers onto

rer, more mountainous areas.

Traditional farming techniques ensured
that the rural population stored adequate
food for periods of drought. Cultivation
was based on expenenced evaluation of
soil potential, qop rotaton, mixed crop-
ping, terracing, weeding, natural pest con-
trol and the use of low technology farming
tools. Agricultural surpluses were com-
mon, enabling societies to support town
life, craftspeople and administrators.

The colonialists altered the pattern of

land use by claiming large parts of it, (n
South Africa the whute settlers, who consti-
tuted 15% of the population, took 88% of
thz land) and establishing plantations of
single crops (monoculture} to feed
Europe’s people and industries. Even with-
out ownership, the Europeans encouraged
productioh for the cash economy. Farmers
had to switch production from local food-
stuffs to crops for export in order to pay the
new taxes which effectively supported the
colonial administration and military pres-
ence. The remaining money was often in-
sufficient to purchase the expensive food
from the company store. In years of poor
harvest, the farmers could neither eat the
cotton they had grown, nor afford to buy
food.
Today, that dependence on the export of
a few agricultural products remains for
many countries. Senegal devotes over half
of its arable land to peanuts. The Philip-
pines use half of their cropland to grow
coconut, oil palm and sugar. Prices are set
on the commodity markets in the Western
world, and have tended to dechne rela-
tively over the years (see arhcle on trade,
plék

The Rich and the Poor

Today, large landowners and foreign “agri-
business’ firms continue to monopolise the
land. “4% of the world’s big land owners
control half the world's cropland, while
58% of the world’s landholders (the small
ones) must make do with 8% of the world's
cropland”.? Indeed a large chunk of the
rural population has no land at all and is
forced to seek employment (often tempo-
rary or seasonal) on someone else’s land, or
migrate to the city.

Although small farmers cannot afford
modern inputs, their intensive use of la-
bour produces a larger output per hectare
{see table). But because their share of land
and total output (as opposed to cutput per

hectare) is small, these farmers are m,,
susceptible to poor harvests. ¥f food ny,
short the farmer may need to find a j
send the children out to work"or born,
from a moneylender (often a large lap,
owner) at inflated interest rates, using
land as collateral 1f the farmer defaults,
land must be sold, or passes over to
moneylender, concentrating ownership |
even fewer hands.

Most farmers are Women

Women are the majority of the world's f,
producers. They make up 60-80% of agy.
cultural workers in Africa, and produce 3
least 70% of subsistence food crops. By
despite the hours worked on the land (jy
addition to those in the home), womep
have least access to food, often being thy
first to go hungry. Few women now hav,
land in their own right. The registration of
land in the name of the male “bead of the
household” disregards women's tradi.
tional ownership of land and rights of use
of land for food production. Women are
given little access to labour saving tech.
nologies, receive only 15% of non-formal
education and training in agriculture angd
find it difficult to obtain loans, requiri
their husband’s consent and collateral. Ye
men have been absorbed into the cash econ.
omy (the sector that has tended to receive
government investment and training),
leaving them in control of household in-
come.

“In the fields, all the acres are given to men.
The man is the ouner of the household. But men
are not always in the fields. It is women who do
the planting, weeding and harvesting while
ren drink beer. We women mus! have our oum
fields.” Women of Kedza, Zimbabwe

The Green Revolution

The ‘green revolution’ in the 1960s was
heralded as the breakthrough which would
eliminate food shortages. New high- yield
varieties (HYVs) of seeds were expected tp
lead to higher levels of production. )

Where these seeds were used they did in-
crease production, but failed to eliminate
food shortages. How can we explain this

aradox? Well, quitesimply the greenrevo-
ution did not reverse inequalities. If any-
thing it reinforced them. The new seeds
required capital-intensive, rather than la-
bour-intensive agriculture with key inputs
such as fertilisers, pesticides and irrigation,
which the poor farmers couldn’t afford.
Their use was restricted to well rain-fed
and irrigated regions where more affluent
farmers had access to credit. In India total
food production increased, but the poor
could not afford to buy it! Only in areas
with an equitable distribution of resources,
including land, could the HYVs increase
production for the benefit of all. However,



the green revolution suited the industnal
market economies, for the new inputs of
chemicals and farm machinery were pro-
vided by market hungry western compa-
nies 1n 1966, United States food aid became
conditonal on the adoption of green revo-
Jution strategies. -

Agribusiness
A food system consists of three basic parts,
as outlined inthediagram. Inthe U S.orthe
U K. for example, where only 2 or 3% of the
pulation work in agnculture, large
amounts of capital are pumped 1n at the
first stage (about B0% of total costs). This
may be profitable, but 1t 15 also wasteful.
consurmung energy, harming the environ-
ment and creating unemployment as small
farms are swallowed up.

By contrast, Third World agriculture has
traditionally laid much emphasis on the
second stage, trying to obtain maximum
production through the work of the people.
The capital-intensive system is inapproprn-
ate, for how are the farmers to earn their
living if agriculture nolonger requires their
labour? There are no large factories togoto,
as there were in the West where capital-
intensive agriculture emerged simultane-
ously with the large factories of the indus-
tnial revolution.

However, it 15 this capital-intensive sys-
ten that is spreading as agribusiness firms
try to control all the stages of the food
system, from the sowing of seeds to the
marketing of the final processed product.
For example since the late 19605, U.S. agri-
business firms have bought up 32-35 ml-
lion hectares of Brazilian land, over 10% of
the total (in fact the largest purchaser of
Brazihan cattle-grazing land was
Volkswagen). These comparues are at-
tempting to:

1) use cheap land and labour to produce
crops that can be sold in western markets
{fruit, vegetables, flowers, cattle for ham-
burgers etc).

2) sell inputs to local farmers as men-
tioned above (fertilisers, pesticaides etc).

3) sell their processed foods wherever
they can make a profit.

New demands are constantly being cre-
ated through advertising which portrays
traditional foods as inferior to imported
processed ‘junk food’. Teeth-and-gut-rot-
ting coca-cola and pepsiare now consumed
all over the world. There is no longer a do-
mestic marketand a foreign market, thereis
only a world market.

Food Security for All

We've seen that the answer to food short-
ages is not simply the use of high-yield
seeds. Nor 1s 1t the provision of food aid by
the ncher countries, for food aid canunder-
mine local production and lead to depend-
ence. Food aid is only justified as emer-
gency rehef. Continued food dependence
can be dangerous because food has become
a weapon of power pohitics. “To give food
aid to countries just because people are
starving is a ng weak reason”. Dan
Ellerman of the US5. National Security

Council -

The solution to food shortage must be to prioritise labour-intensive agniculture,
institute widespread agranian reform and to provide small farmers with easter access
credit. Improvements in agricultural productivity could then be used for the benefit of a
The establishment of rural industries and the processing of foodstuffs would further he
to develop the economy.

Notes
1. World Bank, World Development Report 1987.
2 Susan George and Nigel Paige, Food for Begnriers, Writers and Readers, 1962

The Irish Potato Famine (1846-50)

During the famine, there was enough food inside Ireland to feed twice
the actual population of eight million, and huge exports of wheat, oats,
barley, cattle, pigs, eggs and butter continued routinely. Wheat, oats
and barley were, however, what we'd call today “cash crops”, grown
for export and profit. The Irish peasant never ate them, but grew them
for the landlord. Why? Because his rent came first —even if children
were crying from hunger. Non-payment of rent meant certain eviction
and a death sentence to slow starvation, for alternative wage labour
was virtually non-existent. Competition for land was fierce and rents
commonly 80-100% higher than in England. During one famine year,
£6 million was remitted to England from Ireland, but aimost nothing
was reinvested by the (absentee) landlords.

George and Paige, Food for Beginners. N

The Food System

Inputs

seeds, machinery,
water, fertilisers etc

-p

Agricultural Production

work by farmers and
animal raisers

>

Post Harvest

storage, processing,
distribution etc

Efticiency of Small and Large Farms in North-East Brazil

Farm size Average holding Captal per labourer  Gross output per
{hectares) (hectares per farm) {cruzeiros) hectare
{cruzeiros}
0-10 4 4,870 769
10-50 27 7,057 362
50-100 72 9,872 291
100-200 141 11,341 288
200-500 299 12,792 192
over 500 1,180 11,625 121

Source: International Broadcasting Trust, Utopia Ltd.
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The European Community food aid
policy came under scrutiny in Rome
last October{!) at the 24th session of
the Committee on Food Aid (CFA).
the international body responsible for
reviewing the experience in food aid of
donors and recipients alike At the
centre of discussion was a report com-
piled by the Secretariat of the World
Food Programme (WFP) which ana-
lysed every aspect of Community pol-
tcy. from the planning and decision-
making process to the flow, direction
and uses of Community food aid as
well as factors it believed could in-
fluence, in the future, its level, compo-
sition and direction.

Present in Rome to clarify and de-
bate with the Committee some of the
issues raised in the Report, were repre-
sentatives of the Commussion led by
the Director-General for Develop-
ment. Mr Dieter Frisch,

The document makes, among other
things, the following points.

Second biggest source of food aid

— The European Community and
its Member States account for 15% of
global food aid, the second biggest
source in the world. Representung
about 25% of the total value of all
EEC official development assistance

(1) 19-30 October 1987,
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Community fond aid at Ahalmum afrport

{ODA), all the food aid is in the form
of grants. These facts notwithstanding
Community food aid constitutes just a
small proportion of its production, ex-
ports and stocks and ** proportionately
less in those terms than other major
donors”. A sigmificant and noteworthy
fact is the reduction in recent years in
the supply of dairy products from an
average of 150 000 1ons of dried skim
milk (DSM) and 45 000 tons of butter-
oil between 1978 and 1982 to 133 000
tons of DSM and 30 000 tons of butter-
oil in 1986. The share of dairy pro-
ducts given directly as food aid has
correspondingly diminished from an
average of about two-thirds to less
than half. A larger proportion is now
channelled indirectly through such or-
ganisations as WFP, the United Na-
tion’s High Commission for Refugees
{UNHCR). the International Commit-
tee of the Red Cross (ICRC). the Lea-
gue of Red Cross Societies (LRCS) and
other non-governmenial organisations
(NGOs) About three quarters of
Community food aid is given in cer-
eals directly to bencficiary countries
Where the Community gives dain
producis directly it is aimed at assist-
ing the recipicnt country to develop its
own dainy industry.

The World Food Programme is the
largest single recipient of Community
indirect food aid (aboul 24%) and the
Community and Member States are its
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biggest donors with pledges over a de-
cade amounting by 1986 10 USS
1 366 milhon. The Commumty, fur-
thermore, contributes, on an annual
basis, to WFP’s international emer-
gency food reserve.

In 1erms of regional distribution.
Africa. the report says, * has emerged
as the largest beneficiary of direct EEC
cereal food aid afier having overtaken
Asia in the late 1970s. Bangladesh and
Egvpt received between them 40% in
1986,

Attuned to the needs
of development

— Claiming that tension had ex-
1sted between the use of food aid as a
conduit for Community surplus pro-
duction and 1ts use as a sigmficant
part of development assistance. the
document notes that since the begin-
ning of the 1980s. “a series of regula-
uons and policy resolutions have been
adopied that stressed the developmen-
tal use of food aid as a flexible re-
source. and the need to devolve res-
ponsibility for its programming and
mobilisation to thosc directly con-
cerned with development assistance in
the EEC Commuission™. Althuagh the
dechne in e use of dainy p-oducts
was a resull of two factors: v ticisms
and the general realisation thw they
are a difTicult resource 10 use ei:eClive.
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lv. the ¢ 15 " growing consensus within
the Eb . reganding the w * of food aid
as a resovrce genuinely . “ured to the
needs ~f development ra.ier than as a
conduit for surplus disposal ™ of Com-
munity fo.d producaen.

— EEC food aid is given in two
ways: sales for budgetary and balance-
of-payment support or free distnbu-
tion to target groups such as schools or
food-for-work projects. * The sales
modality has accounted for the butk of
direct EEC food aid in most of the
recipient countries. Of the 40 country
food aid programme allocations ap-
proved for 1986, a total of 33 involved
sales ™

The Lomé III Convention

— EEC assistance has traditionally
been directed mainly to agriculture
and rural development in both ACP
and non-ACP countries. This policy
has been given a boost, with the vast
majority of ACP States choosing to
concentrate on rural development in
their national indicative programmes
under Lomé Il Convention. The EEC
Commission is engaged 1n dialogue
with each ACP state on joint measures
to achieve desired objectives and 1is
coordinating with other aid donors to
ensure maximum impact of food aid
on the ground.

The document goes on 10 examine
the vanigus facets of EEC food aid.
First, the food siraiegies which 1s a
concept through which "pohcy and
investment focus is given 10 the agri-
cpltural sector™ with development as-
sistance planned on sectoral pro-
grammes rather than on an individual
project. The Report gives the results of
the pilot strategies carried out in four
African countries (Mali, Kenya,
Rwanda and Zambia) since 1983 when
they were launched—strategies 1n
which food aid from the Community
and other donors played a major part.
“In Malj food aid from a group of 11
donors, including the EEC, has pro-
vided assistance 10 a food strategy that
includes the goals of achieving food
security, price stabilisation and the
restructing of cereal marketing. A
common fund of local currency has
been established from food aid sales
for investment in various elements of
the food strategy. In Kenya and Rwan-
da, food aid has been channelled to
the main marketing boards 1o

strengthen their operaticns. In Zam-
bia, counterpart funds generaied from
EEC food aid sales cover part of the
local costs of rural development pro-
iects funded by the European Devel-
oprrent Fund ™. The stage is now set
under Lomé II] Convention for a wid-
er application of this strategy.

Second, the triangular (ransactions,
the system whereby the EEC pur-
chases food in 2 developing country
with a surplus for use in another de-
veloping country which has a deficit.
This provision, sa:s the Document,
*has enhanced the development ob-
jecuve of EEC food aid as well as 1ts
fleaiblity, delinking supphes from
EEC surplus stocks ™.
280000 twns of coarse grain and
45000 tons of other products have
been bought directly by the Commis-
sion at a total cost of about

ECU 98 million since the system be-

gan 1n 1983,

Thirdly, the alternative operations
about which the report notes that the
Community is the only donor practis-
ing them — substituting food atd with
financial assistance where it 15 felt
food aid would be counterproductive,
like disrupting food markets and out-
put. The system has proved particular-
ly useful for *countries with marked
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Ty significant and noteworthy fact is
the reduction in recent years in the sup-
ply of dairy products... about three
quarters of Community food aid is giv-
en in cereals directly to beneficiary

countries "
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fli cluations in food production as in
sup-Saharan Africa during and afier
the recent food crisis™. In the limited
number of countries where the opera-
tions have been applied since thgs be-

T
gen, the finance provided has served
mainly to buy fertilisers and local
foodstuffs to build up security stocks
and to improve storage facilities.

Fourthly, the emergency food aid,
under which the *EEC and Member
States made a significant contribution
in 1985 10 combat the famine which
affected various parts of Africa™. The
report recalls, 1n this regard, the meet-
ing of Community Heads of State and
Government in Dublin in Decem-
ber 1984 when food aid commitments
of 1.2 million tons of grain or equiva-
lent were fixed for 1985 and the Com-
mission embarked on accelerategh pro-
cedures for delivering them. EEC
emergency food aid, it should be
noted, has been provided mainly n
cereals in recent years, “although
dried skim milk and butteroil have
also been supplied, as well as small
amounts of beans, high protein bis-
cuits and sugar™.

Recommendations

Looking to the future the document
recommends among other things:
— the strengthening of the Food Aid
Specialised Service at the Commis-
sion. given the size and complexity of
Community's food aid undertakings;
— the strengthening of the Communi-
ty Delegations in the recipient country
*in order to implement the strong de-
velopment focus ™ of Community food
aid policy; — a greater coordination
not only of the Community and na-
tional actions in food aid, but also be-
tween EEC overall actions and * food
aid programmes of other donors and
organisations™; — increase in the
Community food aid programme to
“a level commensurate with its eco-
nomic status, its share of world food
trade and size of its food stock™;

— the putting into place of “a pro-
gramme of multiannual commitments
on a forward, rolling basis within an
annual budget system™ which would
provide a guaranteed flow of food aid
for specific development objectives,
and would support recipient govern-
ments in their endeavours to imple-
ment policy reforms, and facilitate the
full integration of food aid into the
multiannua! assistance programmes



nity s provicing un-
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Report criticises the El:".’("s food
-4hort time honzon which
vaqises  annual  programming
-% 3 cumbersome process of im-
ating regulations™, a _sy.:item
results, in SOME Cases, In “un-
(able delays. the pracuqal out-
of which is that food aid is in
provided on 2 haphazardly mul-
.1 basis™; recommends the sys-
1 pursuit of more efficient plan-
management and use qf counter-
Jnds to ensure their impact on
velopment of the recipient coun-
and stresses the need for a great-
-ntion to the programming and
ijons of the triangular transac-
and alternative operations The
1 underlines the desirability of
adoption of a common code of
¢t among donors in the same
ry, on a pragmatic basis, under
ssponsibility of the beneficiary

Clarifying issues

iddressing the CFA in Rome, the
cetor-General for  Development,
Dieter Frisch, said that food aid

4 a dufficult resource to manage. He,
»ever, pointed out the often conira-
tory nature of the criucisms lev-
'Wd at Commumty food aid policy
recent years. On the one hand. he
d crtics talk of how shameful 1t is
have food mountamns in the indus-
~shsed countries while milhons of
sple suffer hunger and malnutrition
the developing countries. But as
on as regular food aid s suppled,
! Community is accused of creating
pendence on aid and disrupting lo-
| markets. * We are being asked on
¢ one hand to make greater efforts to
bi1st populations in distress but. on
e other, to reduce, if not stop entire-
, food aid (except in the case of dis-
ter) in favour of more effective de-
Hopment instruments™. The very
ng time that food aid sometimes
kes to amve in the farmne areas 15
tother source of criticisms — cniti-
sms which do not take into consider-
1on the dufficulties involved in im-
¢menting emergency awd like the ab-

EEC emergency aid in Uganda

Criticisms of delays in delivery of Community aid “do not tahe into consideration
the difficulties involved in implermienting emergency aid like the absence of logistic
supporr and lach of security”

sence of logistic support and lack of
secunty. Mr Frisch, however. noted
that, notwithstanding these difficul-
tes, the Community was able 1o carry
out 11s emergency operations with
speed during the African c¢nisis.

About B0% of all assistance to de-
velopment 1s geared towards rural de-
velopment and food secunty. For any
food strategy to be effective 1t must be
pursued on a regional rather than na-
tional level. * One can, in effect. ask if
11 1s possible for neighbournng coun-
tries with porous borders 1o have price
policies that are differem™, said
Mr Frisch. With the triangular opera-
tions the Commumty. he felt, has
made a small contnbution towards the
regional approach. Not only do they
enable the deficit countries 1o be sup-
plied with products adapted to their
nutritional habits. thev contribute to
the development of South-South com-
mercial relations and to a system of
regional food security.

On the counterpart funds aboul
which the Report advocates more ef-
fecuve planning. managemen! and
use, Mr Fnsch said the Community
was examimng its procedures on the
constitution of such funds and that i1
would draw on the expenence of other
donors and the WFP 1n this area. " As
10 the use of the funds themselves. we
advocate use in agricuftural produc-
tion programmes, marketing of pro-
duce or in development projects in the
agricultural and rural sectors or beuler
still — and 1his is parucularly impor-
tant at this moment — their use 1 cer-
eal market management ™,

The Community’s integrated ap-

proach and current reforms of pohcy
and management of food ad are
aimed at ensunng that the Commuis-
sion is In complete control of the
whole aid operations, from mobihsa-
tion to delivery. as agamst previous
practice where responsibilities were
dispersed among different organisa-
tions whose priorities were different
from those of the Commission. *“ The
reforms provide for the management
of each operation by professionals
mandated by the Commission 1o en-
sure that supphes are followed up, that
difficulties that can crop up on the
way are avoided and that quality and
guantity are  controlled™, said
Mr Frsch.

General satisfaction

in the debate that followed, the
Committee congratulated the Com-
munity in its efforts at integrating food
aid into development and for 1ts pion-
eering. if nol revolutionan. imtiatives
in the form of the triangular and alter-
natine operations. Most members,
however, again urged the Community
to increase the volume of its food ard
to a level commensurate with its
stocks. To this. Mr Frisch reiterated
that the provision of food aid was not
Iinked 10 the Commumity’s agricultu-
ral surpluses. Although food aid orig:-
nated from surpluses. the Community
has tried 1o establish a policy that 15
independent of them and one that has
been integrate.! into its overall o, vel-
opment polic: Establishing a ]m'..i be-
tween the volu e of stocks and « 1an-
tity of food ard would be backs ard-
looking. not progress o



