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In a context of globalisation, farmers are facing a number of challenges. They have to deal
with deregulation, with privatisation and with the opening of markets to external
competition. A growing number of farmers is indeed exposed to global market forces. At
the same time, food insecurity and poverty remain the reality for more than 800 million
people, a majority of which is living in rural areas. Changing consumption patterns, related
to urbanisation and (even modest) income growth, are putting real pressure on rural
societies, and on the sustainable development of agricultural production systems. In this
context, our main concern is to mobilize support for the coping as well as the adaptive
strategies2 of farmers, and especially for the emerging organisations of agricultural
producers from developing countries.
Farmers, all over the world, need markets that function properly and adequately. Farmers
concerned are so-called subsistence farmers, but also part-time farming households, as
well as emerging commercial farmers. Their markets are local, national and international.
They are increasingly engaged with global commodity chains, in markets that do not
function efficiently norneither function efficiently, or competitively3.
Economists hold very different views as to the link between liberalization of markets and
poverty. We are convinced that market liberalisation, and economic growth in general, will
not be sufficient to reduce poverty significantly and in due time. Mechanisms of growth
and re-distribution are too slow, as IFAD and FAO are stressing: “Recent projections of
economic growth illustrate that most developing countries will not grow fast enough to
cut poverty in half by 2015. In some very poor countries, too many people are too deeply
poor. In some middle-income countries, initial inequality is too great. In such cases, the
poor must acquire higher shares, access and control of appropriate assets, institutions,
technologies and markets in order to promote economic growth with equity”4.
Not only the timing is wrong. Recent evidence indicates that, in term in terms of poverty
alleviation, we have to look beyond country averages. We need to focus on the specific
interests of vulnerable groups within countries or within groups of countries. Indeed, trade
liberalisation might create both risks and opportunities, for the poor as well as for the nonpoor, but, within countries, its impact varies according to the segments of the population
concerned5.
And the segment of low-income, resource poor farmers is a very important one, for its
numbers as well as for its vulnerability. 75% of the world’s poor actually live in rural areas,
most of them being farmers. This figure will only drop to 60% in 2020. Poverty will remain
largely rural, despite the impact of urbanisation. The rural poor live in areas with low
physical and socio-economic potential. “The worst poverty is often located in arid or semiarid zones or in steep hill-slope areas that are ecologically vulnerable. There the poor are
isolated in every sense. They have meagre holdings or access to land, little or no capital
and few opportunities for off-farm employment. Labour demand is often seasonal and
insecure. Extension services are few and far between, and research aimed specifically at
their needs is sparse”6. Such lack of productive assets, of social and human capital results
in a high livelihood insecurity, and poverty.
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Farming is a risky an uncertain activity, farmers are vulnerable. Trade and agricultural
policies should focus on their situation, and they should have an impact within a
reasonable time-frame. Their activities are crucial for food security, for a sound and
sustainable management of natural resources, and for maintaining the economic and social
vitality of rural communities.
Globalisation means that large food processing and distribution groups increasingly have
access to consumers anywhere in the world. It means that traders can buy agricultural
products in any country in the world, and they increasingly do so. It also means that
globalised consumption patterns (urban culture), for non-food as well as for food, have a
strong impact on rural and urban lifestyle. Material needs (goods and services) from
“western” culture prevail. Wheat and bread are replacing local cereals. Coke replaces
traditional drinks at family gatherings. Local production for local consumption is not
evident. And the more affluent (or the less poor…) people get, the more food of animal
origin they tend to eat. People do not reject meat if they have the buying power to get it.
Such changes in food habits are particularly important in developing South and East Asian
nations (China, India, Malaysia, Vietnam, Indonesia, Philippines…) and will have severe
repercussions on the demand for cereals.
The opening of less favoured regions to national and international trade means competition
from cheap imports and lower world prices. IFPRI projections are that world prices of
grains will continue to fall. Low food prices on world markets are good for poor consumers,
but less good for poor farmers seeking to earn income from sales of food surpluses, and
may reinforce a tendency to supply major cities in developing countries from the world
market rather than from their rural hinterlands7.
The future of vulnerable rural economies, in a context of globalisation, also depends on
the rural non-farm economy (RNFE). RNFE is mainly agriculturally-driven, and can develop
in relatively isolated rural areas, because of the imperfections of markets between urban
and rural areas, together with the relative inability of poor people to afford urban imports.
The irony of RNFE is that the same infrastructure that will open up rural areas and speed
their development, and that are so badly needed by farmers to market their produce, will
also allow urban goods to compete away the RNFE. So the agriculturally linked RNFE may
well be a temporary phenomenon of rural areas in transition, and a new RNFE might be
based upon flexible specialisation, urban subcontracting and clustering of economic
activities.
National policy making is a key issue here: either urban centres will proliferate as the main
engines of investment and growth, or governments intervene. To intervene is an expensive
option, based upon decentralised development and more spatially equitable outcomes, but
the future of rural societies and the nature of rural livelihoods is at stake8.
Farmers and their organisations can obviously contribute to the formulation and
implementation of adequate national and decentralised policies9. They are major
stakeholders in this processes. However, such considerations (focus on agricultural
development, role of farmers’ organisations) are not reflected in developing co-operation
practice. According to IFAD10, the real value of net aid disbursed to agriculture in the late
1990s was only 35% of its level in the late 1980s. A recent evaluation of Dutch NGO-work in
Western Africa, stressed the lack of focus on farmers’ organisations. Agriterra11 calculated
that less than 2% of official OECD countries' development assistance goes to membership
based farmers’ organisations.
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Globalisation requires stronger nation-states12. But, in many parts of the world, the nationstate is under severe threat from diverse pressures. Developing country governments
deserve support for the formulation and implementation of policies that take advantage of
international trade (or that protect themselves from it), and for the management of the
internal economy. Urban growth implies a growth in demand for livestock-based products.
Under current patterns of infrastructure, taxation and other policies, it will not be farmers
that will supply, but the (already better-off) peri-urban investors, whose comparative
advantage is biased.

Comment [KB6]: vgl. De Janvry over
zijn noodzaak tot het vestigen van
democratische regiems. Zie Zimbabwe hoe
een ondemocratisch regiem de zaak kan
verzieken.

On the international level, every country and region is trying to capture its benefits of
globalisation, such as expanded markets for exports. At the same time, they are trying to
protect themselves from the worst consequences of strong external competition13. At
present, farmers in most countries are facing severe difficulties, due to very low
agricultural commodity prices in just about all sectors. These difficulties are compounded
by global pressure on farmers to reduce costs of production, and become more
competitive. This pressure is leading to larger farms, a more industrial type of agriculture,
and to fewer people in rural areas.
Farmers are also confronted with a substantial concentration of the industry upstream and
downstream of the farming sector. A limited number of large firms now dominate both the
processing/distribution side and the input side of the agri-food chain. There is genuine
concern in the farming community that world markets are not functioning competitively.
From recent evidence on trade liberalisation and food security14 the question raises on who
gets the benefit of economic growth in today’s globalised market place, in an international
trading system where 70% of world trade is between transnational corporations. In the
international agri-food scene, the concentration that spans fertilisers, seeds, cereals,
processing, shipping, retailing… is impressive and growing. Only a limited number of
vertically integrated conglomerates is involved at the global level, they trade all the major
agricultural commodities.
In terms of poverty reduction and small farmers’ interests, the arguments against (export)
subsidies to farmers in industrialised countries, as well as the arguments in favour of
market access for developing countries are not very relevant. The reform of the EU
Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) and improved market access will only make a tiny
contribution in terms of reducing the number of people who are food insecure and
chronically hungry. Recent initiatives, such as “Everything But Arms”, do not build the kind
of policies that the poor farmers need. On the contrary: the challenges for farmers from
industrialised countries and for developing countries are very much the same.
Globally, we need more farmer-centered policies, and part of these policies will be rightly
protectionist. We have to screen every future development, wherever in the world, against
its impact in terms of food security, management of the natural resource base, and vitality
of rural communities. Based upon John Madeley (ODI), and his analysis of recent evidence
on globalisation, we would suggest the following conclusions (in terms of pro-farmer and
pro-food security policies):
(1) Regulation of transnational companies is badly needed. The early 21st century will
be marked by a struggle to curtail excessive corporate power. We must make
markets competitive. The mainstream trading system needs corrections. Trade can
help the food insecure, but only if producers have stronger bargaining power . As
was stated in the 1996 World Food Summit plan of action “we will strive to ensure
that trade policies are conducive to fostering food security for all through a fair and
market oriented world trade system”. A development box rightly completes the set
of policy instruments already operational.
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(2) The pace of trade liberalisation should slow down, and any further liberalisation
should be introduced only very gradually. Farmers need time to adapt. Farmers also
need time to get organised.
(3) The policy emphasis should shift from trade liberalisation to “local” production
which can benefit the food insecure and which corresponds to the (quality) needs of
society. There is convincing empirical evidence that increased local agricultural
production, in poverty-affected zones, has the strongest poverty-alleviating effects.
Agriculture itself generates employment, agriculture stimulates the local economy,
and it provides the essential basis for local food security. Development efforts that
help farmers raise their production will probably have greater impact on reducing
poverty than any other alternative15.
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