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2009 UNCTAD Public Symposium

Global Economic Crisis – its causes and its multiple impacts

Intervention by Manzoor Ahmad, Director FAO Liaison Office in Geneva

18 May 2009

Mr. Chairman, 
On behalf of FAO, I would like to thank you and UNCTAD for organizing this Symposium and giving us this opportunity to speak about the impact of the global economic crisis on food and agriculture. 

I would like to cover three areas where the global economic crisis will have or is already having a deep impact.

Firstly, let us look at its impact on chronic hunger.  The Economic Crisis followed a period of serious turbulence in food prices.  An average rise of 27% in the FAO’s Index of food prices increased the number of undernourished by around 75 million.  A 47% rise in the Index during the first six months of 2008 swelled the number by another 40 million, meaning that a total of 963 million people (or almost one-sixth of the world population) is now suffering from hunger.  According to the Millennium Development Goals, we had committed to reduce the number of chronically hungry by half. Obviously with the financial crisis and rising unemployment, there seems to be every chance that the number of chronically malnourished people may further increase.

Secondly, the credit crunch is likely to adversely affect the flow of capital to long-term investment in the agriculture sector. This would obviously have a negative impact on agricultural growth, productivity and the building up of a resilient global food system. Already investment in agriculture has been falling for the last three decades. Aid to agriculture fell from US$ 8 billion in 1984 to $3.4 billion in 2004, a reduction in real terms of 58%. The share of agriculture in Official Development Assistance (ODA) fell from 17% in 1980 to 3% in 2006. In various high level conferences during the last few months, commitments were made to invest 30 billion dollars each year in agriculture to build rural infra-structure and other investments for food security. Those commitments are not being followed through and actual investments are far below these commitments.

Finally, the economic crisis is adding further uncertainty to international trade in agricultural products. Some countries are resorting to protectionism and raising their tariffs to the detriment of food producers in other developing countries. A number of developed countries are again resorting to export subsidies and dumping their surpluses, which make it extremely difficult for poor farmers from developing countries to compete. International rules for trade in agricultural goods are much weaker than those for industrial goods and thus there is a lot of scope for exploitation. The economic crisis is giving rise to such a temptation which could soon result in yet another food crisis.

Thank you, Mr. Chairman.
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