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MEETING OF THE COMMITTEE FOR AGRICULTURE AT MINISTERIAL LEVEL
ISSUES PAPER

Food and Agricultural Policies for a Sustainable Future
Introduction

| The global food and agriculture system has demonstrated a considerable capacity to respond and
adapt to a seenungly ever-changing market and policy environment. For many decades now, global food
supply has grown faster than demand due to a large extent to productivity improvements. For this reason
and others such as low income elasticity of demand for food, commodity prices (in real terms) have been
declining.

2. In OECD countries consumers spend (on average) less than 15% of their disposable income on
food. And whereas at an earlier stage of development most of the labour force in many OECD countries
was engaged m agriculture, today vastly greater quantities of higher quality and safer foods are provided
by very productive farms that account for less than 5% of total employment.

3. Significant progress has also been realised in emerging and developing countries and they are
expected to be the main contributors to global food production, demand and trade growth in comng
decades. But the current situation i1s markedly different than in OECD countries. The expenditure share for
food 1s much higher, often double and ranging above 60% in some poorer countries. Agriculture also
remains a much more important source of employment, engaging as much as half the labour force in some
countries. Many farm households in these countries operate subsistence or semi-subsistence farms, at very
low levels of productivity, and poverty 1s prevalent m rural areas.

4. Looking beyond the farm innovations in input supply, food processing, distribution, retail, and
food service sectors mean that many consumers around the world enjoy a wider choice of products, both
fresh and processed, in-season and out-of season, than ever before. The emergence of integrated supply
chains and the gradual opening of regional and global markets have played an important role.

it} However, not everyone has benefited from these changes. Hundreds of millions of people remain
food msecure; that is. they do not have “at all times, physical, social and economic access to sufficient,
safe and nutritious food that meets their dietary needs and food preferences for an active and healthy life”
(FAO defimtion). Although the world now produces enough to feed its population, the number of
undernourished has increased since the nud 1990s, reaching more than one billion persons in 2009, m part
as a result of recent price spikes and the global economic recession. Paradoxically, many of the world’s
food insecure people are themselves farmers.

6. There are other challenges confronting the sector. The pressure on natural resources is mcreasing
and agriculture must compete with other parts of the economy for valuable land, water, mineral and energy
supplies. Climate change increases the uncertainty of water supplies, temperature and precipitation
patterns, and, ultimately, production yields. Apricultural prices are now more closely linked to energy
prices which have exhibited instability in recent years. These and other factors such as possibly closer links
to finanecial markets may contribute to increased price volatility on global agricultural markets in the years
to come.

7 But there are also opportunities. Adoption of available technologies and production practises m
some less developed areas can increase productivity, output and incomes. Appropriate policy frameworks
and greater imvestment m developing country agriculture would benefit many of the chromcally
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