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UNITED NATIONS HUMAN RIGHTS COUNCIL TO DISCUSS WORLD FOOD CRISIS

By Kanaga Raja, Geneva, 9 May 2008 

The UN Human Rights Council will be holding a special session on 23 May to discuss "the negative impact on the realization of the right to food of the worsening of the world food crisis, caused inter alia by the soaring food prices".

 

The request was submitted by Cuba on behalf of 41 Council members on Thursday (out of a total of 47 Council members).

 

Cuba said that its request "takes into account the current food crisis and the need to address it as a matter of priority, in order to make our contribution to the current international discussions on the issue."

 

The co-signatories of the request by Cuba (on behalf of the Non-Aligned Movement) were Egypt (on behalf of the African Group), Pakistan (on behalf of the Group of the Organization of Islamic Conference), Palestine (on behalf of the Group of Arab States), as well as Angola, Bangladesh, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Bolivia, Brazil, China, Djibouti, France, Gabon, Ghana, Germany, Guatemala, Indonesia, India, Italy, Japan, Jordan, Malaysia, Mali, Mauritius, Mexico, Nicaragua, Nigeria, Peru, Philippines, Qatar, Romania, Russian Federation, Saudi Arabia, Senegal, Slovenia, South Africa, Sri Lanka, Switzerland, Ukraine, United Kingdom, Uruguay and Zambia.

 

Some 41 non-Members have also signed on to the request. Among these include Austria, Venezuela, Sudan, Haiti, Ecuador, Turkey, Portugal, Iran, Lao, Vietnam, Norway, Spain, Cote d'Ivoire, Libya, Lesotho and Tanzania.

 

The Cuban request also included an explanatory note, and a draft resolution to be considered by the Special Session.

 

According to the explanatory note, it is estimated that 854 million people are in a state of food insecurity in the world. Sixty percent of these persons live in Sub-Saharan Africa or in South Asia. In addition, 2 billion persons suffer from malnutrition, due to micro-nutrient deficiencies in vitamins and minerals.

 

The note cited the World Health Organization as saying that deficiencies of iron, vitamin A, and zinc rank among the top ten leading causes of death through disease in developing countries. Iron deficiency affects an estimated 1.7 billion people worldwide, half of whom suffer from iron deficiency anaemia. Vitamin A deficiency affects 254 million pre-school children in 118 countries, and still is the leading cause of child blindness across developing countries.

 

According to some estimates, each year, 5.6 million children of five years or less die as a direct or indirect result of malnutrition.

 

The note said that the world can produce enough food to feed twice the entire global population, yet millions go to bed hungry at night. "In a world overflowing with riches, hunger is not inevitable. It is a violation of human rights. The right to food is a human right that protects the right of all human beings to live in dignity, free from hunger."

 

The lack of purchasing power for those in need is at the heart of the problem of hunger and malnutrition.

 

Famines are characterized as sudden and exceptional crises - a break from the normal state of affairs, caused, for example, by the failure of certain harvests, by conflicts, or by speculation on food commodities, combined with inappropriate public action.

 

It is in this context that the current food crisis should be placed, said the note, adding that this crisis is major, and it is considerable in its present and potential consequences.

 

According to the information provided by the UN Special Rapporteur on the right to food, over the past year (March 2007-March 2008), the price of corn (maize) rose by 31%, that of rice (which has been particularly steep during the first months of 2008) by 74%, that of soybean by 87%, and that of wheat by 130%. Overall, the price of food commodities on the international markets rose by 83% over the last 36 months.

 

The note said that while the impact of those rises on domestic prices for food vary, depending, in particular, on their price stabilization policies and the food stockpiles of each country, the increases have been sharp in a number of countries, sometimes close to 30-40% in the worse-hit countries.

 

This may mean little to the average middle-class family in industrialized countries, which spends 20% of its budget on food. But this is a dramatic change for families in developing countries which spend 60% to 80% of their budget on food. Some 40 countries have witnessed food riots during the first months of 2008.

 

The note also cited another UN report (A/62/289) which estimated that there could be a rise of 20% in the international price of maize between now and 2010, and 41% by 2020. The prices of vegetable oil crops, especially soy and sunflower seeds could increase by 26% by 2010 and 76% by 2020, and wheat prices could increase by 11% and then by 30%. In the poorest regions of Sub-Saharan Africa, Asia and Latin America, the price of manioc could rise by 33% and up to 135% by 2020.

 

The note stressed that the current situation is of particular concern for the net food importing countries.

 

According to figures released by the Food and Agriculture Organization on 11 April 2008, the cereal import bill of the world's poorest countries should rise by 56% in 2007/08, a rise which comes in addition to an already spectacular rise of 37% in 2006/07.

 

The note said that the current crisis calls for a coordinated action from the international community, guided by the obligations of all States under international law to respect the right to adequate food. Such a coordinated action should address not only the short term impacts of the current crisis, but also the structural causes which have led to that situation.

 

The current food crisis also illustrates the need for all States to adopt measures which will better shield the most vulnerable segments of their population from shocks which may affect either the availability of food in sufficient quantity and quality to satisfy the dietary needs of individuals, free from adverse substances, and acceptable within a given culture; or the economic and physical accessibility of such food in ways that are sustainable and that do not interfere with the enjoyment of other human rights.

 

The Human Rights Council should, as a matter of urgency, identify the solutions which a full respect for the right to adequate food calls for, said the explanatory note.

 

An accompanying draft resolution for consideration by the Council expresses grave concern at the worsening of the world food crisis, caused inter alia by the soaring food prices, which seriously undermines the realization of the right to food for all.

 

It calls upon Member States and other relevant stakeholders to participate actively in the High-Level Meeting on World Food Security and the Challenges of Climate Change and Bio-energy, to take place from 3 to 5 June in Rome, organized by the Food and Agriculture Organization.

 

It also invites the UN General Assembly to consider meeting as soon as possible in the format of a special session in order to take the necessary decisions aimed at responding rapidly to the emergency created by the worsening of the world food crisis. 
 

PAGE  
3

