
P oor consumers across the globe
are up in arms about their rising

food bills. In December 2007,
Mexicans rioted in response to an
enormous jump in tortilla prices, which
quadrupled in some parts of the
country. The following month

Indonesians took to the streets to
protest high soybean prices. In
February 2008, protesters in three
major towns in Burkina Faso, angry
about the rising cost of food and other
basics, attacked government offices and
shops. Unrest linked to food markets

What Goes Down Must
Come Up: Global Food
Prices Reach New Heights 
Prices are surging for food commodities worldwide, posing a tough policy
challenge for developing countries—can they protect poor consumers without
squelching new opportunities for farmers?

(continued on page 9)

MARCH 2008 FORUM

©
 2

00
8 

Pa
no

s 
Pi

ct
ur

es
/C

ri
sp

in
 H

ug
he

s

FOR FOOD, AGRICULTURE,
AND THE ENVIRONMENT

ISSN 1933-8910 (PRINT) • ISSN 1933-8813 (ONLINE)

INSERT: 18th Annual 

Martin J. Forman Memorial Lecture

Inside IFPRI FORUM

Prevention More Effective than Treatment . . . . 2

Scientific Breakthrough Targets Vitamin A
Deficiency in Africa . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2

Promoting Seed-Sector Reform in Mali . . . . . . . 3

Lessons to Be Learned from the Dragon 
and the Elephant . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 3

Interview with R. K. Pachauri . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 4

Reinvigorating Africa’s Agricultural
Sector. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 7

Toward a New Global
Governance System
for Agriculture, Food,
and Nutrition:What
Are the Options?
Joachim von Braun and Nurul Islam

Many experts see the current world
food and agricultural policy system

in disarray. For some time, we have
observed the symptoms of this disarray
with concern.These symptoms include
incoherent or inadequate responses to
exploding food prices; the slowdown in
agricultural productivity growth; looming
water problems; a disorderly response to
higher energy prices; rapid concentration in
multinational agribusiness corporations
without the necessary institutional
innovation to guide them; lack of progress
in addressing scarcity; adverse impacts of
climate change on agriculture; widespread
nutrition problems, including hunger,
obesity, and chronic diseases; and
agriculture-related health risks, such as
avian influenza. Governments and
international institutions have notoriously
underinvested in public goods related to
food, nutrition, and agriculture, such as

(continued on page 6)
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IFPRI News

When it comes to child malnutrition, early intervention is crucial. Two studies conducted by
IFPRI researchers and published in the leading medical journal The Lancet have made clear

that preventing malnutrition is much more effective than treating it and that action must be taken
in the first two years of a child’s life to avoid lifelong repercussions.

The first study, conducted in Haiti, found that the rates of child stunting, underweight, and
wasting were lower among poor communities participating in programs to prevent malnutrition
rather than treat it. “Malnutrition must be addressed in the first two years of life, the crucial
period for a child’s physical and cognitive development,” said Marie Ruel, lead author of The
Lancet article and director of IFPRI’s Food Consumption and Nutrition Division. “If nutrition
programs wait until children have already become malnourished, their benefits are significantly
diminished.”

The study—conducted by IFPRI and Cornell University in conjunction with World Vision-Haiti
and the U.S. Agency for International Development—indicated that it is essential for food-assisted
maternal and child health and nutrition programs to proactively target all children under the age of
two in poor communities. “Common sense tells us that preventing malnutrition is better than
treating it, especially because children can suffer irreparable harm if undernourished during the
first two years of life,” said Ruel.

The harm is not only physical, but economic as well. By analyzing the significant economic
benefits accruing to Guatemalan adults who received adequate nourishment as children, the second
IFPRI-led study published in The Lancet highlights some of the lifelong, negative impacts on those
who did not. It, too, stresses the importance of action during the first two years of a child’s life.

Specifically, the study found that boys who received a nutritional supplement in the first two
years of life earned on average 46 percent higher wages as adults, while boys who received it in
their first three years earned 37 percent higher wages on average. Those who first received the
supplement after age three did not gain any economic benefits as adults.

This study is the first to present direct evidence of the effects of early childhood nutrition
programs on adult economic productivity and incomes. The research was conducted in Guatemala
by IFPRI, Emory University, the Institute of Nutrition of Central America and Panama, the
University of Pennsylvania, and Middlebury College. ■

Prevention More Effective 
than Treatment

In a scientific breakthrough that will help combat vitamin A deficiency in Africa, researchers with
HarvestPlus, which is co-led by IFPRI and the International Center for Tropical Agriculture (CIAT), have

developed a much faster and cheaper way to identify maize lines that are naturally high in beta-carotene.
Vitamin A deficiency is widely prevalent in Africa, causing blindness, disease, and even death. Because

maize is a staple crop on much of the continent, HarvestPlus scientists have been working to breed
biofortified maize varieties with higher levels of beta-carotene, which is converted to vitamin A in the
body. Until now, however, identifying desirable lines of maize to use for breeding has been difficult.Though
many lines have naturally high levels of beta-carotene, and maize kernels with higher levels of total
carotenoids are often darker yellow or orange in color, not all of them are high in beta-carotene.

Scientific Breakthrough Targets
Vitamin A Deficiency in Africa

(continued on page 8)
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In Mali, grain markets have been liberalized with measur-
able success, but the liberalization of seed markets for

sorghum and millet—the staple crops—has proven to be more
difficult, as reported in two recent IFPRI discussion papers.

Despite continuous progress by scientists in breeding well-
adapted, high-yielding commercial seed varieties, only an
estimated 10 percent of Mali’s millet area and less than 20
percent of its sorghum area has been planted with certified
seed. This is because many smallholders have limited or no
access to certified seed and because they have also been long
accustomed to generating their own seed or supplying each
other with seed according to clan or ethnolinguistic group.
Traditionally, these informal seed systems work quite well,
but researchers were surprised to discover that in areas
subject to harsh agroclimatic conditions, successive crop
failures have caused village seed systems to break down, and
local grain markets have become important sources of seed.

This finding led IFPRI researchers to examine seed trans-
actions in a dozen weekly markets in the Sahel region of
Mali. They found that no certified seed is available in these
markets, but that grain suitable for seed is being sold by
primarily female vendors who are also farmers. Because the
vendors bring unmixed seed directly from their granaries, the

purchasers know the provenance and can depend on its
quality—which is especially important in harsh environments
where the range of adaptability is very limited.

The first discussion paper, Seed Value Chains for Sorghum
and Millet in Mali: A State-Based System in Transition,
suggests several initial steps that could be taken to promote
more widespread use of certified, high-yielding seeds, such as
shortening the certification process, encouraging sales by
local agrodealers and traders, and enlisting the help of
farmers’ associations in testing and promoting demand for
certified seed.

On a basic level, seed-sector reform needs to encourage
the monetized flow of seed among farmers. The second
discussion paper, Trading Millet and Sorghum Genetic
Resources: Women Vendors in the Village Fairs of San and
Douentza, Mali, indicates that one way may simply be to
allow the sale of local seed varieties (which could be
protected through less stringent “village” certification) in
addition to certified ones. This has the added benefit of not
jeopardizing the livelihoods of the female seed vendors in
informal rural markets, who may otherwise find themselves
displaced by formal markets offering certified seeds. ■

Promoting Seed-Sector Reform in Mali

IFPRI News

Lessons to Be Learned 
from the Dragon and the Elephant

Though they have taken different reform paths, China and India
have had extraordinary economic success during the past few

decades, reducing poverty rates and raising per capita incomes. A
recent IFPRI book edited by Ashok Gulati and Shenggen Fan, The
Dragon and the Elephant: Agricultural and Rural Reforms in China and
India, examines these achievements and the lessons that can be
applied both to other developing nations and to addressing the
poverty-reduction challenges still facing these two countries.

The contributors pay particular attention to agriculture and the
rural economy, examining how initial conditions and investments
and the prioritization and sequencing of different policies and
strategies have led to successful growth, and how the agricultural
and rural sectors connect to overall economic expansion.

They also analyze why China, which has relied upon agriculture-
led growth, has reduced poverty much faster than India, which has
focused on liberalizing and reforming the manufacturing sector, and

offer numerous policy and strategic options for future growth and
poverty reduction in both countries.These include setting the right
priorities for public spending, identifying trade and market reforms,
building social safety nets for the poorest of the poor, and building
accountable institutions that can provide public goods and services
effectively.

The book concludes by arguing that future growth must be
based on higher efficiency and greater inclusiveness.This will
require China and India to invest in science and new technologies
to harness land, energy, and water in a sustainable manner, as well
as reorient their institutional structures to ensure greater trans-
parency and accountability in implementing rural projects and in
delivering rural services. Information on ordering this book,
published for IFPRI by Johns Hopkins University Press, can be found
at: www.ifpri.org/pubs/jhu/dragonelephant.asp. ■
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Interview

“Since the impacts

of climate change

are unequal across

the globe, as is the

extent of

vulnerability of

different societies,

it is possible that

those who are poor

and vulnerable

would not only fail

to improve their

lot, but actually see

a decline in their

economic and

social well-being as

a result of climate

change. This then

can create larger

inequality across

the globe.”

FORUM: In your Nobel lecture, you emphasized the impact of climate change on the poor.
What are the most immediate climate-related problems facing the rural poor?  

Pachauri:  The rural poor are facing a range of climate-related problems. First, changes in
precipitation patterns and increases in the intensity and frequency of floods and droughts have
major implications for agriculture, water availability, and human health. For instance, whenever
a flood occurs, health officials face a major challenge in preventing and minimizing the outbreak
of diseases. The impacts of climate change on agricultural yield also directly affect the livelihoods
of the poor. In a study carried out by my institute, TERI, we carefully studied the effects of two
sets of influences on agriculture. The first relates to globalization and international trade in
agricultural produce, and the second assesses the impacts of climate change on agriculture. Poor
farmers are often not able to compete against subsidized food coming from developed countries
and are therefore suffering the unfavorable effects of globalization on their livelihoods. Climate
change only exacerbates some of these stresses. In fact, during the World Summit on Sustainable
Development held in Johannesburg in 2002, several African farmers demonstrated against
agricultural subsidies in the developed countries because they found themselves unable to
compete with prices of imports as a result. The relevant issue to be considered in this context is
the fact that the rural poor are already subjected to several stresses for a variety of reasons.
Climate change would only add to these stresses.

The poor are also unable to adapt to the impacts of climate change because often they do not
have the technical or financial capacity to be able to take essential measures—for instance,
creating infrastructure for storage of water.

FORUM: You mentioned that climate change can lead to inequality, conflict, and a realignment
of power among nations. In what ways?  

Pachauri:  By awarding the Nobel Peace Prize for 2007 to the IPCC and Al Gore, the Norwegian
Nobel Committee was essentially taking into account the link between unmitigated climate
change and the consequent threat to peace and security. Since the impacts of climate change are
unequal across the globe, as is the extent of vulnerability of different societies, it is possible that
those who are poor and vulnerable would not only fail to improve their lot, but would actually
see a decline in their economic and social well-being as a result of climate change. This then can
create larger inequality across the globe.

The potential for conflict can arise in several ways, such as conflict over scarce resources, as in
the case of water in some parts of the world. But conflict could occur on a much larger scale if
large populations move from those areas that are actually stressed to those that are relatively

R. K. Pachauri
Director General of The Energy 
and Resources Institute (TERI),
New Delhi, and Chairman of 
the Intergovernmental Panel 

on Climate Change (IPCC)
IFPRI Forum talks to R. K. Pachauri, chairman of the IPCC, which won the
2007 Nobel Peace Prize along with Al Gore, on what climate change will mean
for poor and rural people and what the next steps should be.



well off. It could, of course, also occur on account of
impacts of extreme events. The IPCC Fourth Assessment
Report has identified the Asian megadeltas, which include
cities like Dhaka, Kolkata, and Shanghai, as particularly
vulnerable. Clearly, any damage on account of coastal
flooding of these megadeltas and surrounding areas could
result in a threat to peace. Indeed, when Hurricane Katrina
hit the city of New Orleans, the aftereffects included
widespread disorder, leading to crime and the breakdown of
law and order.

FORUM: To mitigate the impacts of climate change on
agriculture, what are some of the most significant actions
that can be taken globally, nationally, locally, and
individually? And how should agriculture itself contribute to
mitigation?  

Pachauri: The first step required for adaptation to the
impacts of climate change is to understand the specific
options that exist in the particular region being considered.
In some cases cropping patterns may need to be changed. In
addition, there may be a need to change agricultural
practices, particularly involving the use of water. To that
extent, technologies for efficient use of water, such as drip
irrigation, would need to be promoted, if necessary, through
incentives and regulations. In the longer term, there is a need
for research and development to produce species and strains
of plants that would be able to withstand droughts, higher
salinity, and other adverse conditions that may occur as a
result of climate change. When it comes to research and
development, efforts need to be undertaken globally. Other
actions may be taken at the national and local levels, but all
of them would require substantial dissemination of
information and knowledge. 

As far as mitigation of emissions from agriculture is
concerned, considerable research and development would be
required to come up with practices and techniques that
would reduce emissions without in any way compromising
productivity. Overall, therefore, there is a substantial need for
undertaking a program of research and development at the
global and local levels by which new practices and techniques
can be developed to reduce emissions of greenhouse gases.

FORUM: In addition to mitigation, there is also the
question of adaptation. What should be done to help poor
people, especially farmers and the rural poor, adapt to the
effects of climate change?

Pachauri:  Adaptation to the impacts of climate change has
taken place historically, and several communities and
societies across the world have developed coping strategies
that helped them withstand variations of climate and

weather. What is projected to take place in the future,
however, if mitigation measures are not adopted, is a level of
climate change that would exceed what several communities
could adapt to. Institutional responses would therefore be
required to help farmers and the rural poor by providing
credit during periods of prolonged drought and other
climate-related difficulties and by creating infrastructure, for
instance, for improved watershed management and efficient
storage of water. But most important, agricultural extension
services would need to be revamped to bring credit, seeds,
and improved know-how to the doorstep of farmers and the
rural poor.

FORUM: Now that the Bali conference on climate change
has concluded, what do you see as the most important
elements of a post-Kyoto international climate change
mitigation regime?  

Pachauri: The Bali Conference of the Parties dealt with
several issues that it is hoped will find their way into the
post-2012 climate change agreement. One important
element that should be part of the agreement is adequate
global financing of adaptation measures. In several
instances, this is a matter of ethics and attention to equity
issues. Some of the poorest and most vulnerable
communities in the world have hardly any historical
responsibility for emissions of greenhouse gases, and yet
they may perhaps become the worst sufferers. It is critical
that the world realizes the importance of help for such
vulnerable sections of society in adapting to climate change.

To stabilize the earth’s climate system, it is necessary to
translate the desire for “deep cuts” in greenhouse gas
emissions into specific measures that would achieve this
objective. Given that technology is a crucial part of
solutions to the problem of global climate change, access to
improved technologies must be an important part of the
agreement. Any multilateral agreement must also keep in
mind the actions that it could trigger at the national and
local levels. While it may be difficult to come up with
benchmarks and standards for specific sectors in a global
agreement, its provisions should be able to provide a
direction for national policies that would collectively lead to
a global outcome in keeping with the objectives of the
agreement. Given the assessment of different stabilization
scenarios by the IPCC, if the negotiating community is
serious about tackling the problem of climate change, it will
have to ensure that the agreement reached in Copenhagen
leads to early reduction of global emissions, or else in future
decades the task will become more difficult and intractable,
leading to impacts of climate change that could have several
negative consequences.  ■

www.ifpri.org 5
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Toward a New Global Governance System for Agriculture,
Food, and Nutrition:What Are the Options? (continued from page 1)

rural infrastructure, agricultural research, and rural institutions, which have international spillover effects and
global impact.

National policies are central, but the increasing globalization of the agrifood system calls for
collaboration across country borders to adequately address new opportunities and challenges.The
world food system that has evolved over recent decades has not effectively achieved food safety, good
health, and sound nutrition for the poor and hungry.An improved governance system is needed to
ensure that the following functions in the nutrition, food, and agriculture system operate effectively and
efficiently at the global level:

1. research, innovation, and intellectual property rights (IPRs);
2. trade and standards;
3. food safety and health;
4. private investment and competition policy;
5. climate change adaptation;
6. cross-boundary water management; and
7. natural resource use related to, for instance, soils and biodiversity.

For most of these functions, some institutions, conventions, declarations, and organizations already
exist, but many experts increasingly believe that there is ample room for scaling them up, efficiently
coordinating them, or increasing their effectiveness. Current global investments in these areas—so vital
for the international community—are clearly suboptimal.Too little research and development (R&D) is
taking place on the crops and technologies of most interest to poor farmers.Trade policies and standards
are in some cases harming poor countries’ capacity to develop their own agricultural systems. Food
safety standards are not sufficiently harmonized.The absence of appropriate international institutions to
guide competition has resulted in noncompetitive markets and trade behaviors—private and public—at
the global level.The world is investing far too little in mitigating and adapting to climate change in
agriculture. Cross-boundary disputes over water are almost certain to become worse in the future as
resources come under increasing pressure.And patterns of natural resource use too often pose threats
to the global commons, such as biodiversity.

The roles and structures of the global organizations addressing food, agriculture, and related health
issues—the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO), the World Food
Programme (WFP), the International Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD), the World Health
Organization (WHO), the World Bank, the World Trade Organization (WTO), and the Consultative
Group on International Agricultural Research (CGIAR)—have evolved over the past six decades.
Individually, they all serve important functions, but collectively they may now require rethinking and
adjustment to meet new and emerging challenges in a comprehensive fashion in the coming decades.
Our comments here are designed to stimulate a dialogue on what the future global governance of food,
agriculture, and nutrition might look like and how it might be achieved.A focused discussion at the global
level seems overdue.

If we were to design a global governance system for food, nutrition, and agriculture, what would it
look like? How should the governance system be reformed? What type of structure should the
governance system have? How would the system of existing international organizations, including their
structure and interrelationships, be changed? What are the roles of the different actors, including new
actors like the private sector and civil society? What role should the Group of 8 and various groups of
developing countries play in such a reform process? Finally, how should the different levels of governance
be coordinated? How should different agencies harmonize and coordinate?

Here are some initial thoughts on the broad outlines of options for change in global governance and
coordination of the agricultural system.There are three options—not mutually exclusive—for change.

Commentary

(continued on page 8)
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Reinvigorating Africa’s Agricultural Sector
Ousmane Badiane

Commentary

After two decades of declining per capita 
incomes,Africa is turning the page and

has achieved remarkable economic and
agricultural recovery during the past 10
years—the continent’s longest period of
sustained positive per capita income growth
since the 1960s.The recovery process, which
started in the late 1990s, has led to average
GDP growth rates of 6 percent per year,
agricultural growth rates of 4–5 percent, and
steadily increasing per capita food production.
The recovery is also spreading across the
continent; today, 70 percent of Africa’s
population has lived in countries that have had
positive per capita income growth in the past
decade. It is worth noting that during the
Green Revolution, India experienced
agricultural growth rates of 6 percent, which
are very similar to the growth rates that a
growing number of African countries are
achieving today.

However, while average poverty levels
among African countries have declined
steadily since the middle of the 1990s, they
have not declined quickly enough. In fact, the
rate at which poverty is being reduced is
well below what is required to meet the first
Millennium Development Goal (MDG 1) of
halving the proportion of poor and hungry
people by 2015.Across Africa, average
poverty levels have decreased by only about
6 percent during the past 10 years. If the
continent is to achieve MDG 1, it must not
only sustain the recovery process in the
medium to longer term, but accelerate it
over the next few decades.To do this, a real
transformation of the agricultural sector is
essential, and that requires placing
agriculture high on the policy agenda.

African governments are doing just that
through the Comprehensive Africa
Agriculture Development Programme
(CAADP), an initiative by the African Union
under the New Partnership for Africa’s
Development (NEPAD). CAADP’s main

goal is to help African countries reach a
higher path of economic growth through
agriculture-led development, which
eliminates hunger, reduces poverty and food
insecurity, and enables expansion of exports.
It is a common framework to (1) guide
country strategies and investment programs,
(2) allow regional peer learning and review,
and (3) facilitate greater alignment and
harmonization of development efforts.
CAADP is laying the groundwork to scale
up investment in agriculture and improve
sector governance through evidence- and
outcome-based planning and implementa-
tion. Under the initiative,African heads of
state have committed to spending at least
10 percent of national budgets on
agriculture.

Because national governments have
made strong financial and political
commitments through CAADP, and because
the initiative has adopted stringent mutual
accounting and review processes, it offers a
real opportunity to once again reverse the
recent decline in overall official development
assistance for the agricultural sector. CAADP
has featured in all G8 summits since 2004
and is expected to do so at the upcoming
Hokkaido meeting in July. Furthermore, a
growing number of bilateral and multilateral
development partners are seeking to align
their assistance strategies and their activities
in the sector with CAADP priorities and
targets; the World Bank and other
development partners, for example, have
recently established a CAADP Multidonor
Trust Fund (CMDTF) to raise the level of
available resources and scale up support in
anticipation of the acceleration of the pace
of the implementation process.

IFPRI also supports the CAADP agenda
and is working at the regional and national
levels with the NEPAD Secretariat and with
regional economic communities in Africa. It
is providing assistance through research,

capacity building, and communication to 
(1) raise the quality of program planning,
(2) develop knowledge systems to inform,
guide, and track the implementation process,
and (3) facilitate coordination and outreach
activities.At the country level, IFPRI is
working with local experts to take stock of
country efforts to achieve the CAADP
target of 6 percent annual growth rate for
agriculture and to identify long-term options
for growth, poverty reduction, and food and
nutrition security.

Because the CAADP agenda reflects a
declared commitment by African countries
to promote an agriculture-led growth
strategy to achieve MDG 1, it has without
doubt contributed to the re-emergence and
increasing prominence of agriculture on the
development agenda. Because CAADP is
fully owned and led by African governments
and stakeholders, has generated strong
commitments by national governments, and
has incorporated stringent accountability
and review practices, the credibility of the
agenda has risen to a level unprecedented in
the history of development dialogue,
partnership, and practice in Africa. ■

Ousmane Badiane is a senior research
fellow and Africa coordinator at IFPRI.
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Commentary

The first option is to maintain the current institutions and make marginal improvements.This option could
involve, for example, strengthening the United Nations (UN) and CGIAR systems for agriculture, food,
and nutrition in terms of their effectiveness, their governance, and their resources, as they are clearly
underfunded.The second option is to form an innovative government network—that is, to strengthen
government-to-government systems for decisionmaking in the areas of agriculture, food, and nutrition
through a set of agreements and conventions. More structured networks could be created between
institutions within governments. Such steps are beginning to be taken in some fields, such as public health,
but not much in the areas of agriculture, food, and nutrition.A third option is to expand the current
system to explicitly engage the new players in the global food system—the private sector and civil society,
including large private foundations—together with national governments in new or significantly reorganized
international organizations and agreements. Given that the global food system is in reality no longer
governed only by governments, this inclusive approach seems worthwhile now.

The three options are listed in order from quite realistic to rather utopian. Moving forward may
require a combination of these three options. One approach to implementation might be to establish a
superstructure (for example, a panel appointed by the UN leadership) to guide changes in the global
governance of agriculture, food, and nutrition across the existing specialized institutions and organizations.
Coming to a meaningful synthesis of the three options will require leadership on the part of the
governments of the world. Countries with leading roles in the global agricultural system now go beyond
just European nations and the United States to include Brazil, China, India, and others. Leadership could
well come from the developing countries, and not only the largest ones.

It is clearly time to re-examine the global system for governing food, nutrition, and agriculture—all of
which fall between the cracks of much of the current global governance structure—to determine how
best to address the challenges the world now faces. Business as usual or small adjustments will not
achieve the needed changes.The ultimate goal must be to quickly come closer to a world that
sustainably provides each person with enough food to live a healthy and productive life as envisioned in
the Millennium Development Goals.The current system does not live up to this task.The leading global
organizations involved with food, nutrition, and agriculture themselves should explore these issues further
and invite a global dialogue for change. ■

Joachim von Braun is director general of IFPRI. Nurul Islam is an emeritus senior research fellow at
IFPRI.

Toward a New Global Governance System for Agriculture,
Food, and Nutrition:What Are the Options? (continued from page 6)

Therefore, scientists have not been able to rely on color alone to identify the desirable lines, and the
chemical tests they have been using have been expensive and laborious.

In order to find a solution to this problem, a HarvestPlus team led by researchers at the United States
Department of Agriculture/Cornell University, and the University of Illinois analyzed a genetically diverse
panel of almost 300 lines of maize and was able to identify a gene and develop genetic markers that are
associated with higher levels of beta-carotene in maize. According to Ed Buckler, one of the lead scientists
involved in the project, this method for identifying maize breeding lines that are high in beta-carotene is
much simpler, faster, and “up to 1,000-fold cheaper” than running the conventional chemical tests that
were the only option.

Buckler and his colleagues are now working with several CGIAR centers in developing countries to
help train plant breeders in the use of the new technique, which is being made freely available. It is expected
that this technique should accelerate maize biofortification by making it easier to quickly identify the most
promising lines for breeding.The first biofortifed varieties are slated for release as early as 2012. ■



has recently occurred in Guinea, Mauritania, Morocco, Senegal,
Uzbekistan, and Yemen.

The new “agflation” that has riled poor consumers marks a sharp
break with the past, which was generally characterized by years of
slowly falling food prices. The Economist reports that during the
three decades between 1974 and 2005, real food prices declined by
75 percent. In the three years since 2005, however, they have risen
by 75 percent, and the price hikes affect nearly every food
commodity. Prices of wheat, butter, and milk have tripled since 2000,
and prices of maize, rice, and poultry have nearly doubled. Meat,
palm oil, and cassava prices have all gone up, too. Overall, the Food
and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO) food
price index rose by nearly 40 percent in 2007, compared with a 9
percent increase in 2006, and prices in 2008 are higher than they
have been in decades.

The years of falling food prices were good for consumers, but
not so good for farmers. Now, while consumers in urban areas
cannot be expected to welcome soaring food prices that eat into
their wallets, the higher prices should theoretically reward farmers
with greater profits and better livelihoods. “Many media are
reporting that high prices are good for farmers, which is true for
much of the sector, but it’s more complex than that,” says Daniel
Gustafson, director of the FAO Liaison Office for North America, at
a recent IFPRI seminar. “Many poor farmers in developing countries
are net food buyers.”

The task for governments is to help farmers take advantage of
higher prices to increase productivity—and thereby production and
incomes—to improve their living standards and ensure that poor
consumers who are already living on the edge are not pushed into
destitution.This balancing act will not be easy.

Many Factors Affecting Food Prices
Food prices have risen dramatically thanks to a confluence of factors,
including major new sources of demand for agricultural products.
Millions of people in developing countries, especially fast-growing
China and India, are benefiting from rising incomes; and their food
preferences are shifting from grains and other staple crops to high-
value products like meat, dairy, fish, fruits, and vegetables.The new
urban middle class in countries where diets were once based on rice
or maize is now developing a taste for products made from wheat.
And demand for meat is surging—per capita consumption of meat in
China, for example, more than doubled between 1990 and 2005 and
is still growing, leading to rapid increases in demand for feedgrain.

At the same time, with petroleum prices up by 19 percent in
February 2008 alone and now hovering around an all-time high of
US$100 a barrel, it has become profitable to divert maize and other
feed and foodcrops to biofuel production, and new biofuel subsidies
offer further encouragement.The United States produced a record
maize harvest in 2007, but one-third of the harvest went to ethanol

production as a market reaction to the new subsidies.The prof-
itability of biofuels, in turn, leads to higher prices in other
commodities by causing farmers to switch from growing foodcrops
to growing biofuel feedstocks. “The biofuel boom is ratcheting up
demand for maize and other energy crops,” says Mark Rosegrant,
director of IFPRI’s Environment and Production Technology Division,
“and farmers react accordingly.” High oil prices also make it more
expensive to operate farm machinery and to transport agricultural
products, and raise the cost of petroleum-based fertilizer.

Climate has played a role as well. Australia, one of the world’s
largest wheat producers, has been desiccated by drought since
2002—its worst drought in a century. Recent rains have led farmers
to hope that the worst may be over, but the loss of much of the
country’s last wheat crop was a serious blow to world markets.
Extreme weather in other parts of the world—like floods in West
Africa and Mozambique—has also cut agricultural production.

Finally, speculation in commodity markets, stimulated by rising
commodity prices, has contributed to more volatile prices.
Speculation about future commodity prices influences current
prices, exacerbating price increases, which in turn encourages more
speculation.The volume of traded global agricultural futures and
options increased by almost 30 percent in 2006.

A New Era?
The factors driving food prices go beyond the “invisible hand” of
self-correcting cycles of supply and demand. In such a cycle, for
example, demand goes up, causing prices to rise. In response to
higher prices, producers increase production and consumers
reduce their demand, and prices thus fall. In this case, however,
rising consumer demand from rapidly growing countries, higher
energy prices, and even extreme weather related to climate
change appear likely to continue. “All indicators suggest that food
prices are unlikely to fall any time soon and, in fact, may rise much
more depending on countries’ decisions about biofuels,” says
Rosegrant.

IFPRI researchers have used the International Model for Policy
Analysis of Agricultural Commodities and Trade (IMPACT) to project
world food prices under various scenarios.The model projects that
if countries stick with their current biofuel investment plans, the
prices of maize and oilseeds will rise by 26 percent and 18 percent,
respectively, by 2020 over a baseline scenario with slower growth in
biofuels. If countries double their planned biofuel investments and
mandates, maize prices will soar by 72 percent and oilseed prices by
44 percent by 2020. Under a longer-term scenario in which govern-
ments take no major steps to deal with climate change, world cereal
prices are projected to rise 30–40 percent beyond their current
levels by 2050, and meat prices are projected to rise 20–30 percent.

Global Food Prices Reach New Heights (continued from page 1)
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Global Food Prices Reach New Heights (continued from page 9)

A couple of factors could reduce the impact of biofuel production on food prices.The high prices for
energy crops like maize and soybeans could reduce the profitability of biofuel production and thus push
down demand for these crops for biofuel. Some processing plants have already been shut down. Cristina
Amaral, senior agronomist at FAO’s Investment Centre, says that scientists are working to develop
economical ways of producing biofuels using feedstocks like grasses and agricultural waste products.These
second-generation biofuels could reduce the pressure on foodcrops—but only if they do not compete
with land and water for food and feed. Joachim von Braun, director general of IFPRI, points out that simply
becoming more productive in biofuels will not reduce the competition between food and fuel but will
actually increase it if farmers find it is more profitable to grow fuel rather than food.

An Opportunity for Farmers?
High food prices should present a golden oppor-
tunity for poor farmers to ramp up production
and increase their profits.The FAO’s Daniel
Gustafson sees evidence that certain countries
will significantly raise agricultural production.
South Africa is expected to increase its planted
area by 8 percent, he says, and farmers in Malawi
and Zambia are likely to increase their produc-
tion owing to subsidized input programs in those
countries. A number of countries, especially in
Asia, have been producing record harvests in
recent years anyway, so future large harvests may
not represent large increases over past produc-
tion. “We could see some significant increases in
Indian cereal production,” says Gustafson. “The
price rise really is quite dramatic, and there are
many parts of India where even if the local rise
in prices doesn’t match international ones, there
could still be a big jump.There are other areas

where people have left the farm, or some members of the family have left the farm, leaving land fallow, so
if high prices prevail, which they probably will, we could see some of these people returning to what now
may be a better option.”

Still, national agricultural pricing policies and the remoteness of some rural areas often prevent world
prices from reaching domestic markets, and thus farmers may not have as much incentive to boost
production as world price increases may imply. But some countries behave differently. India, for instance,
has increased its investment in agriculture in its 2008–09 budget and has raised prices for farmers, while
protecting its consumers from high price increases.

“In a perfect world, where producers have access to seeds, fertilizers, and other inputs and where
marketing and transportation systems work well, the response to higher prices is higher output,” says
Stacey Rosen, agricultural economist at the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s Economic Research Service.
“In the real world, however, this isn’t always the case.”

David King, secretary general of the International Federation of Agricultural Producers (IFAP), lists a
host of steps that governments can take to exploit the current situation for farmers and agricultural devel-
opment: allowing price signals to reach small-scale farmers; improving services like research and
development, extension, and veterinary services; establishing a sound regulatory environment on issues
such as food safety systems and respect for contracts; improving infrastructure like roads, communications,
and small-scale irrigation; and setting policies that will translate any trade opportunities negotiated through
the World Trade Organization into real income gains for the poor. “We agree that rising food prices are a
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golden opportunity to improve poor farmers’ livelihoods,” says King.
“However, this opportunity will not be realized if farmers are not
organized in the market, consulted as partners on policies to attract
investment for modernizing agriculture, and provided with improved
services and infrastructure.” Unfortunately, investments in agricultural
infrastructure, institutions, and science and technology take time to
put into operation and to bear fruit.

In the meantime, there is no guarantee that small farmers will be
the ones to benefit from productivity increases and high prices. In
many cases, larger landowners are in a better position to respond to
market signals. And Regina Birner, an IFPRI senior research fellow,
worries that higher food prices will raise the value of land in devel-
oping countries so much that there will be fierce competition for that
resource, to the detriment of smallholder farmers and pastoralists.
“Even now, new players like corporate enterprises are knocking on
the doors of African governments to get access to land for primary
production and energy plantations,” she says.

Poor Consumers Pay the Heaviest Price
High food prices are gouging the budgets of poor consumers, who
spend a much larger share of their income on food than do wealthy
consumers. Moreover, staple grains like maize and rice are often the
main food source for the poorest people, accounting for 63 percent 
of the calories consumed in low-income Asian countries, nearly 
50 percent in Sub-Saharan Africa, and 43 percent in lower-income
Latin American countries.A study by the U.S. Department of
Agriculture’s Economic Research Service shows that five low-income
countries (Burundi, Eritrea, Haiti, Liberia, and Zimbabwe), whose people
subsist on an average of less than 2,200 calories per day per person,
import more than 40 percent of their food. For these countries, a
decline in imports stemming from high prices could deal a serious
blow to the diets of people who are already nutritionally vulnerable.

Expansion of biofuel production would lead to substantial declines
in calorie availability in some countries, according to IFPRI’s IMPACT
model. If biofuel production undergoes a drastic increase, calorie
availability in Sub-Saharan Africa is projected to fall by more than 
8 percent in 2020, and the number of malnourished children in the
region is projected to increase by 3 million.The World Bank offers a
sobering comparison: 450 pounds of maize can be converted into
enough ethanol to fill the 25-gallon tank of an SUV with pure ethanol
one time—or used to provide enough calories to feed one person
for a year.

Some very poor countries—such as Ethiopia, Malawi, and Sierra
Leone—have relied heavily on food aid even when food prices were
low. Food aid will be more important to these countries than ever,
but as food prices rise, food aid tonnage falls. “Food aid providers like
the U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID) and the
World Food Programme (WFP) are going to be hit hard as long as
food aid is budgeted in dollars,” says IFPRI research fellow Marc

Cohen. Because aid donors such as the United States allocate a
certain dollar amount to food aid each year, when prices are high,
those dollars buy less food.

In fact, food aid is already on the decline.The cost of commodities
for USAID’s Office of Food for Peace (FFP) rose 41 percent in the
six months leading up to February 2008, according to Jonathan
Dworken, deputy director of FFP. “With these higher than anticipated
prices, FFP now needs to set aside up to an additional US$120
million for commodities already purchased, or in the process of being
purchased, for emergency programs,” he says. “This means that up to
US$120 million must be cut from emergency food aid contributions
planned for the second half of the fiscal year.”

Dworken points out that poor urban consumers, who purchase
all of their food, will feel the most pain. Meeting their food needs
through careful targeting of food aid programs will raise new chal-
lenges for food aid agencies, which have traditionally worked in rural
areas. But rural people also suffer from higher food prices. Millions of
small farmers are, in fact, net food buyers, so higher food prices hurt
them more than they help.

Confronting the Dilemma
Poor developing countries face a thorny policy problem as they
confront higher prices. A number of countries, including Argentina,
China, Egypt, Mexico, Morocco, and Russia, have responded by
adopting price controls on food, which will limit the prices farmers
receive for their goods. Many have also reduced restrictions on
imports of staple foods while limiting or even banning exports of
staple foods. “[Banning exports] will make the situation worse, espe-
cially for importing countries,” says Amaral, the senior agronomist at
FAO’s Investment Centre.

Developed countries, on the other hand, have a responsibility to
reduce the trade barriers that harm poor developing-country
farmers and to expand and rethink their aid programs. “Higher
commodity prices may offer an unbeatable opportunity to conclude
the protracted WTO Doha Round negotiations,” says Charlotte
Hebebrand, chief executive of the International Food and Agricultural
Trade Policy Council. “Higher food prices take away countries’
arguments for their trade-distorting policies, be they price-linked
domestic support, export subsidies, or inordinately high tariffs.”

Economists generally agree on how developing countries ought to
proceed: they should provide income support to the poorest people
via cash or vouchers to help them purchase the food they need.
Then farmers can benefit from the higher prices, which should help
raise production. At the same time, governments should increase
their investments in agriculture, which have been in long decline. “The
real solution lies in improving agricultural productivity through policy
and development,” says Dworken, “not just in providing food aid.”
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More specifically, developing countries need to beef up rural infrastructure and improve market access
for small farmers, argues Maximo Torero, director of IFPRI’s Markets,Trade, and Institutions Division. Africa in
particular lacks the infrastructure that farmers need to get agricultural inputs like fertilizer into rural areas
and to get their products out to markets. A study of rural transportation in the mid-1990s found that
transport costs in Ghana and Zimbabwe were two to two and a half times greater than those in Pakistan,
Sri Lanka, and Thailand.With costs like these, farmers often cannot profitably produce for the market, even
when prices are high. “Market-oriented reforms alone are not enough to provide complete access to infra-
structure in remote, poor rural areas,” says Torero. “Public intervention is needed to close this gap.”

The scientific community
must also play a central role
by focusing agricultural
research and technology on
increasing crop productivity
through crop breeding and
water and soil manage-
ment. IFPRI Director
General von Braun points
out that the Green
Revolution of the 1960s led
to cheaper and more
plentiful food, benefiting
both farmers and
consumers in much of the
world. “These accomplish-
ments were spurred by
significant investment in
agricultural research and
development,” he says.
“Unfortunately, agriculture
fell from the priority list
starting in the 1990s. After
enjoying a half century of falling food costs, we now are paying the price for these years of neglect.”

Von Braun believes that most of the needed action must take place at the national level through a dual
approach: social protection of the poor and productivity enhancement in agriculture. But a globally coordi-
nated approach is also needed to bring together key players in agriculture—Europe, the United States,
Brazil, China, India, and the major foundations and research institutions—to accelerate agricultural produc-
tivity to meet the current challenge. “Agricultural power has become more spread out around the world,
with the result that there is no governance architecture that can generate appropriate political responses
to the food and agriculture price and productivity crisis at the global and national levels,” he says. “A new
agriculture, food, and nutrition governance architecture is needed.With so much at stake—the world’s food
supply, environmental threats to agriculture, and unacceptably high rates of hunger and poverty—a fresh
response is needed.We cannot afford to be complacent.” ■

—Reported by Heidi Fritschel
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High-Priority Policy Actions for
Responding to Rising Food Prices

Global Policies and Development Aid
• Eliminate agricultural trade barriers, and halt biofuel subsidies
• Expand development assistance to agriculture, rural services, and

science and technology
• Expand food-related development aid, including social protection,

child nutrition, and food aid where needed

National Policies in Developing Countries
• Increase investment in agriculture, rural infrastructure, and

market access for small farmers
• Expand social protection (rural and urban) for the poorest

Source: von Braun, J. Agriculture for Sustainable Economic Development: A Global
R&D Initiative to Avoid a Deep and Complex Crisis. Charles Valentine Riley Memorial
Lecture, Capitol Hill Forum, February 28, 2008,Washington, D.C.
www.ifpri.org/pubs/speeches/20080228jvbriley.asp


