


 REGIONAL DEVELOPMENTS

Policy Choices on the Ground 

Apart from 2012’s global challenges and opportunities 
for food policy, important developments with potentially wide 
repercussions took place in individual regions and countries. This 

chapter offers perspectives on food policy developments in various regions, 
including growing efforts to improve resilience to famine in Africa, a slow 
reform of food subsidies in some Arab countries, political uncertainties sur-
rounding modern food-retail systems and crop technologies in South Asia, 
the intricacies of rice production and trade in East Asia, and concerns in Latin 
America about how to manage the region’s role as an agricultural power-
house sustainably.

Africa

Ousmane Badiane, Kwadwo Asenso-Okyere, 
Samuel Benin, and Tsitsi Makombe
In 2012, African countries continued their efforts to improve food security 
and agricultural growth under the Comprehensive Africa Agriculture Devel-
opment Programme (CAADP). These efforts included new global and regional 
partnerships, such as the Global Alliance for Action for Drought Resilience 
and Growth, the Global Alliance for Resilience Initiative–Sahel (AGIR), the 
New Alliance for Food Security and Nutrition, and the Dublin Process to forge 
a science and technology partnership between CAADP and the CGIAR Con-
sortium. Launched in April 2012, the Global Alliance for Action for Drought 
Resilience and Growth represents a joint commitment by African governments 
and international development partners to make building resilience and pro-
moting economic growth in the Horn of Africa and the Sahel a central part of 
development efforts. Both the Global Alliance for Action for Drought Resil-
ience and Growth and AGIR can be enhanced through policies to (1) raise 
agricultural productivity and incomes, (2) increase regional trade to stabilize 
domestic markets, and (3) expand and improve delivery of social services (edu-
cation, health, and safety nets) so as to maximize their impact on vulnerable 
groups’ resilience. 
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AGIR AND FOOD SECURITY IN WEST 
AFRICA AND THE SAHEL

While 2012 food production in the Sahel fell below 
the record level of 2010, spreading the fear of fam-
ine, production was still well above the 2006–2010 
average. Moreover, when cereal imports were 
factored in, available supply exceeded demand in 
every country, even without food aid. Supply in the 
Sahel and West Africa as a whole exceeded demand 
by more than 0.6 million metric tons and 2 million 
metric tons, respectively.1 

The Need for a Broad Resilience 
Framework

The Sahel region is therefore not faced with a sud-
den, short-term crisis, but rather with chronically 
vulnerable communities who even in “normal” 
production years may still be suffering. A positive 
by-product of the alarming predictions has been 
the launch of AGIR in June 2012, by regional orga-
nizations and their global partners, to restore and 
protect the livelihood base of vulnerable communi-
ties through social safety nets, nutrition programs, 
emergency food reserves, and enhancement of the 
communities’ production capacity and assets. The 
initiative also seeks to strengthen regional food 
and nutrition security governance capacities. In all 
these areas addressed by AGIR, West Africa offers a 
host of best practices to other parts of Africa. These 
include
1. a regional Food Crisis Prevention and Manage-

ment Charter, adopted in 2012, that defines the 
objectives, principles, and modalities that should 
guide responses to crises at the regional and 
country levels;

2. a harmonized framework (Cadre Harmonisé 
Bonifié, or CHB) that defines vulnerability indi-
cators and procedures shared by multiple coun-
tries in the region for evaluating if the indicators 
point toward a crisis, initiating action, and moni-
toring progress; and

3. a governance and intervention coordination 
mechanism, the Food Crisis Prevention Net-
work, which was created in 1984 and revamped 
in 2012. 

The Role of an Emergency Food Reserve

A key component of the food crisis charter is the 
regional emergency food reserve, adopted in Sep-
tember 2012. The reserve of 0.4 million metric tons 
is to support country responses and is triggered 
when an evaluation based on CHB modalities indi-
cates that a predefined vulnerability threshold is 
reached. The full cost of the reserve over eight years 
is estimated to be about US$1 billion. Funding is to 
come from a 0.5 percent tax on aggregate imports 
imposed under the “Zero Hunger in West Africa” 
initiative; this tax is expected to raise about US$3 
billion over the same eight-year period.2

The Trade and Technology Dimensions of 
Building Resilience 

Countries have, under the food crisis charter, com-
mitted to free regional trade in food products, but 
neither the charter nor the strategy for the reserve 
include practical steps for exploiting the potential 
contribution of regional trade to stabilizing domes-
tic food supplies and mitigating the impact of pro-
duction shocks. More important, by lowering local 
market instability and thus the need to use emer-
gency food reserves, regional trade lowers emer-
gency reserves’ size and operational cost. 

To effectively address vulnerability, coun-
tries have to boost agricultural productivity levels 
among smallholder communities. As shown in 
Figure 1, countries in the Horn of Africa and the 
Sahel are located in regions (East, Central, and 
West Africa) with the lowest levels of labor produc-
tivity. Reversing this requires fostering the pace of 
technological innovation through better policies 
and increased investments in research, irrigation, 
market infrastructure, and institutions. The emerg-
ing CAADP-CGIAR partnership, which seeks to 
align research priorities of the Consortium with the 
needs of national CAADP investment plans, could 
make a considerable contribution in this area and 
needs to be strengthened. 
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POLICY RENEWAL AND ITS IMPORTANCE 
FOR BUILDING RESILIENCE

Major efforts are being made by African nations 
and the global community to significantly increase 
investments in agriculture and improve the sector’s 
policy environment. By 2012, 60 percent of Afri-
can countries had signed a CAADP Compact and 
prepared sector-investment plans to boost agricul-
tural growth. In 2012, the Economic Community 
of West African States established a regional agency 
to coordinate implementation of its regional invest-
ment plan, budgeted at nearly US$1 billion (on top 
of US$24 billion declared in investment plans by 
its 15 member countries).3 In addition, more coun-
tries are making progress, albeit slowly, toward the 
CAADP target of a 10 percent agricultural sector 
budget.4 Countries also continued the transition to 
evidence-based policy planning and implementa-
tion by initiating institutional and technical capac-
ity needs assessments, leading to the establishment 
of 15 country Strategic Analysis and Knowledge 
Support Systems. 

In response to efforts by African countries to 
improve food security, the G8 launched a New 
Alliance for Food Security and Nutrition during 
its 2012 summit. Under the Alliance, G8 members 

intend to work with African governments and local 
and international private-sector actors to lift 50 
million Africans out of poverty over 10 years. The 
Alliance seeks to accelerate implementation of 
CAADP country-led plans by increasing private- 
sector investments and implementing the G8 
countries’ L’Aquila pledge to mobilize more than 
US$20 billion over three years in support of global 
food security. The Alliance was launched in Ethio-
pia, Ghana, and Tanzania and will expand to other 
countries. More than 45 multinational and Afri-
can companies have pledged over US$3 billion in 
investments, while G8 countries are following up 
on their L’Aquila commitments: the Global Agri-
culture and Food Security Program, set up in 
response to the L’Aquila pledge, has awarded a total 
of US$430 million, US$160 million of which was 
awarded to 11 African countries in 2012.5 

Policy Reversal Would Set Back Progress 
and Undermine Resilience

While the renewed emphasis on agriculture and 
increased investments in the sector are a welcome 
change, some of the accompanying policy actions 
may have serious drawbacks. For example, recent 
policy measures to introduce input subsidies 

FIGURE 1 Land and labor productivity growth in Africa, 1980–2005 
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present risks. Although the commitment by gov-
ernments to act boldly must be saluted, the fiscal 
and economic costs of these programs are rapidly 
getting out of control. In Malawi, for example, fer-
tilizer subsidies alone accounted for 74 percent of 
the Ministry of Agriculture’s budget and nearly 
7 percent of the country’s GDP in 2008/2009.6  

This level of spending is undoubtedly unsustainable 
and threatens the very existence of the programs. 
Programs in Ghana and Zambia are also trending 
in that direction. In the spirit of CAADP, countries 
should prioritize policies and instruments that are 
fiscally sustainable, smallholder oriented, and pri-
vate sector friendly.

Malawi: Macroeconomics, Small Farmers, and Short Food 
Supplies
DYBORN CHIBONGA

The year 2012 saw some significant 
macroeconomic policy developments 

in Malawi that had implications for small-
holder farmers, their families, and their 
communities. Malawi’s government has 
prioritized agriculture and food secu-
rity in strategic national policies such as 
the Malawi Growth and Development 
Strategy II, the national budget, and 
the Economic Recovery Plan. It has also 
adopted the Maputo Declaration, which 
calls on African governments to allocate 
at least 10 percent of their resources 
toward agriculture in order to realize 
6 percent annual agricultural growth. 
Malawi has, in response to the Maputo 
Declaration, developed a harmonized 
agricultural investment plan called the 
Agriculture Sector Wide Approach. In 
addition, since 2005, the government 
has implemented the Farm Input Subsidy 
Programme, which has contributed to 
Malawi’s becoming food secure at the 
national level.

Despite its history of supporting agri-
culture, however, the government’s deci-
sion in May 2012 to devalue the national 
currency has aggravated current economic 
hardships. Consumer purchasing power 
has declined as a result of the devalua-
tion, as well as subsequent depreciation 

and rising inflation and fuel costs. Such 
conditions have had far-reaching conse-
quences for the cost of farm inputs such 
as seeds, fertilizers, herbicides, and labor. 
At the same time, financial institutions 
have increased their lending rates, mak-
ing it virtually impossible for smallholder 
farmers to access financial services. 
Thus, the costs of doing farming busi-
ness and purchasing food have increased 
tremendously.

In addition to these financial diffi-
culties, some districts are experiencing 
acute food shortages because of climate 
change. According to a report by the 
Famine Early Warning Systems Network, 
which provides an update on food secu-
rity conditions in Malawi, the number of 
people in need of humanitarian assistance 
between October 2012 and March 2013 
will have jumped from 1.63 million to 1.76 
million, but response plans by the govern-
ment and development partners remain 
inadequate. Smallholder farmers feel 
the effects of climate change on a daily 
basis. It is therefore disappointing that 
the 18th session of the Conference of the 
Parties to the United Nations Framework 
Convention on Climate Change in Doha, 
Qatar, in late 2012 did not come up with a 
work program in agriculture as had been 

envisaged at the 2011 climate change 
conference in Durban, South Africa.

Among those trying to help small-
holder farmers deal with these chal-
lenges and improve their situation is the 
National Smallholder Farmers’ Association 
of Malawi (NASFAM). With a member-
ship of 108,000, NASFAM is the largest 
farmer-led business and development 
organization in the country and oper-
ates in all three regions of Malawi. The 
members primarily grow food and cash 
crops. NASFAM promotes the farming 
business among its members and counts 
on an enabling policy environment for its 
business.

NASFAM is optimistic that 2013 will 
be a good year, in spite of recent chal-
lenges. Two promising developments are 
the adoption of conservation agriculture 
by NASFAM members and the appro-
priately huge investment in high-quality 
seeds for members. However, NASFAM is 
concerned that if the rains allow farmers 
to harvest a good crop, they might also 
increase rates of inflation, currently in 
double digits. NASFAM is hoping that the 
government’s Economic Recovery Plan 
will help stabilize the economic situation.

Dyborn Chibonga is chief executive officer of the National Smallholder Farmers’ Association of Malawi, Lilongwe.
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Other recent efforts include the establishment of 
an Agricultural Transformation Agency in Ethio-
pia and an Agricultural Transformation Agenda in 
Nigeria. Both programs have broad mandates that 
go beyond policies to include investments, service 
delivery, institutional innovations, and capacity 
building. Such a comprehensive agenda is likely to 
have significant macroeconomic and welfare ram-
ifications beyond the intended objectives. While 
designing these new initiatives, countries need 
to avoid a reversal of the reform process under 
CAADP and a return to the policies of the 1960s 
and 1970s that resulted in macroeconomic imbal-
ances and poor agricultural performance and led 
to the painful and costly structural adjustment 
reforms. Countries should instead seize the oppor-
tunities for dialogue, review, and critical analysis 
offered by CAADP and forge effective policies to 
achieve their goals. 

Better Management of Public Resources 

African countries cannot find sufficient resources 
fast enough to meet both the social services needs 
of a large group of poor and vulnerable people 
and the investment needs of accelerated agricul-
tural growth; hence, they need to look at social 

services provision from the point of view of maxi-
mizing their impact on labor productivity among 
poor households.

 Figure 2 illustrates the scope for maximizing 
the productivity impact of social services, using 
results from a study of the effects of health expen-
ditures on disease prevalence and on labor pro-
ductivity among rural Ugandan households. It 
summarizes the efficiency impact of an increase 
in different categories of health expenditures by 
poor and nonpoor households. Across all house-
holds, expenditures on consultation services for all 
diseases have by far the largest impact in terms of 
reducing morbidity-related inefficiency. These find-
ings suggest that health programs, in this particu-
lar case, can contribute more to raising agricultural 
labor productivity by emphasizing access to consul-
tation services. Analysis of other programs in the 
health, education, and social protection sectors may 
yield similar results.  

CONCLUSION 

The underlying chronic vulnerability in the Horn of 
Africa and the Sahel requires broad and long-term 
action beyond the typical short-term, emergency 

FIGURE 2 Efficiency effects of a 10 percent increase in different types of household health 
expenditures, Uganda
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 response. West Africa has made significant progress 
in forging responses that represent best practices. 
Building resilience will also require continued com-
mitment to the CAADP investment and policy- 
renewal agenda, including greater cross-border 
trade as well as improved management of pub-
lic-sector expenditures, so as to maximize their 
impact on labor productivity among the poor 
and vulnerable.

Ousmane Badiane is director in Africa for the 
International Food Policy Research Institute (IFPRI), 
Washington, DC. Kwadwo Asenso-Okyere was a senior 
research fellow in IFPRI’s Eastern and Southern Africa 
Office, Accra, Ghana. Samuel Benin is a research fellow 
in IFPRI’s Development Strategy and Governance Division, 
Washington, DC. Tsitsi Makombe is a program manager 
in IFPRI’s West and Central Africa Office, Washington, DC.

Arab World

Clemens Breisinger, Perrihan Al-Riffai, 
Olivier Ecker, and Nadim Khouri
The Arab revolutions of 2010–2011 brought dra-
matic changes to Egypt, Libya, Syria, Tunisia, and 
Yemen. In 2012 each of these countries—with 
the exception of Syria, which remains mired in 
civil war—took steps toward greater democracy 
by electing new presidents, parliaments, or both. 
History shows, however, that countries in transi-
tion are vulnerable to civil conflict, particularly if 
progress in accelerating job-creating growth and 
improving food insecurity is slow. Slow progress in 
these areas was, in fact, one of the triggers for the 
Arab Awakening, and governments in the region 
are now well aware of the importance of food secu-
rity for political stability. This overview will mainly 
focus on those Arab countries in transition that 
have undergone or initiated political and socioeco-
nomic reforms. Where comparisons are possible, 
the section will reflect on the rest of the region.

ECONOMIC TRANSITION AND FOOD 
SECURITY

Although other Arab countries such as Jordan and 
Morocco are also undertaking political reforms, the 
countries going through the most dramatic changes 
are Egypt, Libya, Tunisia, and Yemen. These coun-
tries have undergone rapid political and economic 
transitions and therefore face greater immediate 
challenges than more gradually reforming coun-
tries. The public debate in these four post-revolu-
tionary countries shifted from a strong focus on 
political transition in 2011 to increasingly include 
economic matters, including food security, in 2012. 
This is partly because economic recovery after 
the revolutions has been slow. After sharp reces-
sions in Libya, Tunisia, and Yemen, and modest 
growth of 1.8 percent in Egypt in 2011, economic 
growth picked up slowly. It was projected to reach 
2.2 percent in Egypt and 2.4 percent in Tunisia 
and remain negative at -1.9 percent in Yemen in 
2012.7 The generally unfavorable global economic 
environment and uncertainty about political and 
economic reforms have contributed to the sluggish 
recovery, negatively affecting trade, investments, 
consumption, and inflows of development aid. 

Food security remains a key development chal-
lenge at the national and household levels. Given 
the high food-import dependency of all postrevo-
lutionary countries, higher global food prices led 
to rising food-import bills in 2012 despite higher 
domestic cereal production in Egypt, Tunisia, and 
Libya, compared with 2011.8 At the same time, for-
eign-currency inflows from exports, tourism, remit-
tances, and other sources to finance food imports 
have stagnated or declined, leading to an overall 
worsening of food security at national levels. The 
exception is Libya, where hydrocarbon output and 
exports have grown rapidly in 2012 and recovered 
to preconflict levels. While the region has been 
marked as “on track” to achieve most of the Millen-
nium Development Goals, particularly in primary 
school enrollment and gender parity in primary 
education, these success stories are overshadowed 
by the deterioration in numbers of the undernour-
ished. The region of West Asia and North Africa 
is the only world region in which the number of 
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undernourished people has increased over the past 
20 years, from 13 million in 1990–1992 to 25 mil-
lion in 2010–2012.9  

Perception-based surveys suggest that house-
hold food security has worsened in 2012 in post-
revolutionary Arab countries and has improved in 
other oil-importing and oil-exporting Arab coun-
tries (Figure 3). Among the four postrevolutionary 
countries, the situation of households has deteri-
orated most dramatically in Egypt and Libya, fol-
lowed by Yemen. Only in Tunisia has household 
food insecurity slightly improved since 2011. These 
trends may be explained by the generally slow eco-
nomic recovery, which meant zero or even nega-
tive per capita income growth in Egypt, Tunisia, 
and Yemen. The fact that Libya’s households have 
become more food insecure shows that factors 
other than economic growth and the purchasing 
power to import food, including the distribution of 
incomes and access to quality services, affect food 
security. Rising prices and depreciating currencies 
have also depressed real incomes and negatively 
affected nutrition. Extensive food subsidy schemes 
helped to buffer these effects and to maintain rel-
atively modest food price inflation in Egypt and 
Tunisia, which likely prevented further increases in 
food insecurity in those countries.

SUBSIDIES AND THE “DOUBLE BURDEN 
OF MALNUTRITION”

To address this difficult situation in 2012, newly 
elected governments have primarily continued to 
rely on the same policy measures that most Arab 
countries implemented during the 2008 global 
food crisis and the 2010–2011 uprisings. Favored 
measures among postrevolutionary and other Arab 
countries were increases in public-sector wages and 
food subsidies, while fuel subsidies were largely 
unchanged in countries that have them; Morocco, 
Syria, and Tunisia raised their fuel prices in an 
attempt to reduce spending in the face of extreme 
fiscal challenges.10 Food insecurity and poverty 
likely would have further increased without those 
measures. However, those measures also contrib-
uted to dramatically increasing the budget defi-
cits in all oil-importing countries plus Yemen, thus 

jeopardizing the sustainability of the current fiscal 
situation. For example, in Egypt government sub-
sidies for fuel and food make up 8 percent of GDP, 
and food subsidies alone make up slightly more 
than 2 percent of GDP.11 Of those food subsidies, 
60 percent are allocated to baladi bread, of which 
the average Egyptian household consumes between 
17 and 22 loaves a day at a fixed price of £E0.05 per 
loaf.12  

Food subsidies have been criticized for strain-
ing budgets, generally being poorly targeted, and 
often being misused (past misuses include export-
ing subsidized bread or feeding it to animals). What 
is less well known is that food subsidies may also 
contribute to simultaneous under- and overnutri-
tion, a problem referred to as the “double burden of 

malnutrition.” The double burden of malnutrition 
may occur not only within a nation or household 
but even within the same individual: for exam-
ple, someone might suffer from both deficiencies 
in micronutrients and obesity. Among the Egyp-
tian population chronic malnutrition is still wide-
spread among preschool-age children, while a large 
share of the adult population is obese as a result of 
calorie-heavy diets. This phenomenon has often 
been linked to income inequality and the coex-
istence of poverty and affluence, as well as a lack 
of nutritional awareness and dietary knowledge. 
Both forms of malnutrition carry high economic 
costs because they reduce people’s productivity 
and strain the healthcare system that must treat 
the disorders. Hence, Egypt’s food-subsidy sys-
tem should be improved so that the subsidies are 
fiscally sustainable and better targeted, encourage 
healthy food habits, and help reduce both under- 
and overnutrition. 

The region of West Asia and North Africa 

is the only world region in which the 

number of undernourished people has 

increased over the past 20 years.
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REFORMING GOVERNANCE

Inefficiencies of social protection instruments such 
as food and fuel subsidies are one of the many indi-
cators that show a lack of governance in the region. 
A number of governance indicators show either 
stagnating or deteriorating governance perfor-
mance in the Arab countries. Transition countries 
have experienced the worsening performance of 
two critical governance indicators: (1) corruption 
and (2) voice and accountability (the second mea-
sures perceptions of citizens’ power to choose their 
government). The performance of these two indica-
tors over the last decade is believed to have contrib-
uted to political and social unrest at the beginning 
of 2011. 

In 2012, several Arab countries initiated long-
term policies and investments, including gov-
ernance changes. Tunisia started to improve 
incentives for private investments and initiated 
job-creation programs. In addition, the govern-
ment of Tunisia established a new Ministry of 
Regional and Local Development. Algeria, Bahrain, 
Morocco, and Yemen increased spending on infra-
structure and education. Several Gulf Cooperation 
Council (GCC) countries invested in increasing 
the volume of their strategic grain reserves. Saudi 
Arabia announced plans to set up a body to monitor 
foodstuff prices and the availability of food within 
the kingdom in an effort to improve food security. 
Morocco, Sudan, and Tunisia cautiously started 
to reform subsidies, and Egypt announced similar 
plans. Yemen began discussing the decisive imple-
mentation of its National Food Security Strategy. 
Moreover, civil society groups in countries such as 
Egypt, Jordan, and Lebanon took steps to establish 
charity organizations such as food banks. 

FUTURE POLICY INITIATIVES

More strategic foresight and action would help 
achieve a food-secure Arab world. The “old” debate 
on the need for enhanced policies and investments 
in trade, agricultural production, or social pro-
tection policies is still ongoing. The Arab region 
has suffered from the worldwide trend of decreas-
ing investments in agriculture. However, there is 

a danger that redressing this situation, a response 
that has received more attention recently, may well 
be seen as the “silver bullet” to solving food secu-
rity issues in the region. The Doha Declaration of 
November 2012 calls for increasing spending on 
agriculture and food production, and the Qatar 
National Food Security Programme has announced 
large investments in greening the domestic desert. 
One key reason often identified by GCC countries 
and others for focusing on domestic production is 
the perceived risk that international food markets 
may cease to function, with potentially devastat-
ing effects on net food-importing countries. Given 
GCC’s fiscal surpluses and sound finances, it would 
be desirable for these oil exporters to address their 
own concerns about international food markets by 
seeking more clarity on the specific costs and ben-
efits of—and synergies between—agriculture and 
trade-based solutions at subregional and national 
levels. Non-GCC countries, being fiscally strained, 
will have more limited choices. 

Given the high levels of malnutrition, partic-
ularly among children, more emphasis should be 
placed on food security at the household level, 
enhanced education, and health and nutrition pol-
icies. Inarguably, governance improvements in 
postrevolutionary countries, as well as many other 
Arab countries, will be instrumental in the success-
ful implementation of policies and investments and 
thus long-term development in general. 

This multifaceted approach to food security 
received an important boost by the Committee on 
World Food Security in 2012, with its creation of a 
Global Strategic Framework for Food Security and 
Nutrition.13 This framework goes beyond the ele-
ments of agriculture, trade, and social protection in 
the ongoing debate to include issues such as exces-
sive price volatility, smallholder-sensitive invest-
ments, nutrition, land tenure, gender concerns, and 
other issues. 

Political will and commitments will be essen-
tial in the process. The League of Arab States is an 
important interlocutor in regional debates over 
future courses of action. Through the intergovern-
mental mechanisms of the League of Arab States, 
Arab decisionmakers have agreed on a regional 
strategy and regional emergency plan, which were 
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South Asia

P. K. Joshi and Devesh Roy
Record food-grain production in South Asia during 
2011–2012 was followed first by late, scanty rains 
in India and Nepal and then floods in some parts 
of Bangladesh and northeast India during the 2012 
rainy season (May–August). Food-grain produc-
tion during the monsoon season is expected to suf-
fer as crop-sown areas shrink in size and too much 
or too little water has a negative impact on yields. 
Overall, agriculture is performing poorly in South 
Asian countries compared with some Southeast 
and East Asian countries. South Asian agricul-
ture’s average annual growth during the last decade 

negotiated and agreed upon in 2007. Could a thor-
ough revision and revival of these documents be 
the starting point for remobilizing regional and 
national efforts in addressing food security? 

Clemens Breisinger is a research fellow in the 
Development Strategy and Governance Division of the 
International Food Policy Research Institute (IFPRI), 
Washington, DC. Perrihan Al-Riffai is a senior research 
analyst in IFPRI’s Development Strategy and Governance 
Division. Olivier Ecker is a research fellow in IFPRI’s 
Development Strategy and Governance Division. Nadim 
Khouri is the deputy secretary of the United Nations 
Economic and Social Commission for Western Asia.

FIGURE 3 Perception of food insecurity in Arab countries, 2009–2012
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was a little more than 3 percent: this is roughly the 
same as in other Asian regions, but South Asian 
growth is not accelerating over time and is likely 
to remain around 3 percent. South Asian agricul-
ture is constrained by a lack of appropriate policies 
for accelerating agricultural production, reducing 
food prices, and opening trade barriers. All South 
Asian countries are hampered by delays in reform-
ing the agricultural sector. The key reasons cited for 
these delays are (1) policy paralysis due to politi-
cal uncertainty; (2) policies without any economic 
logic that are intended to appease political constitu-
encies—these tend to have high costs that obstruct 
agricultural reform; (3) weak governance struc-
tures, which lead to huge policy implementation 
gaps; (4) weak capacity to execute policies in effec-
tive and efficient ways; and (5) powerful bureau-
cracies, which control, regulate, and delay reforms. 
However, a few policy decisions have been made at 
both the country and regional level. 

FERTILIZER SUBSIDIES IN NEPAL

Fertilizer access is important to South Asian agri-
culture. In Nepal, inadequate supply and delayed 
distribution of fertilizer (together with scanty 
rainfall) severely limited agricultural produc-
tion, especially of rice and maize, during the 2012 
rainy season. Because about 80 percent of Nepal’s 
food grains are produced during the rainy season, 
any adverse effect on food production during this 
period seriously impacts the country’s food secu-
rity. The region consumes more than 1.5 times 
the fertilizer it produces, implying that a signifi-
cant share of consumption must be filled through 
imports. Some of South Asia’s fertilizer needs could 
be met within the region, however.

Rising fertilizer subsidies have a major influence 
on South Asian countries’ fertilizer access. Subsi-
dies keep Indian fertilizer cheap relative to Nep-
alese fertilizer: urea costs approximately US$96 
per metric ton in India, but more than US$240 
per metric ton in Nepal’s local market. As long as 
Nepal provided no fertilizer subsidy of its own, an 
estimated 70 percent of the country’s annual con-
sumption of 350,000 metric tons of fertilizer was 
smuggled in from India.14 Although Nepal has since 

adopted fertilizer subsidies, the price imbalance 
continues and threatens a loss of fertilizer business 
for Nepalese farmers. 

To overcome such problems, Nepal’s govern-
ment has decided to nearly double the fertilizer 
subsidy for fiscal year 2013. The Ministry of Agri-
culture and Development is holding discussions to 
increase the subsidy, currently US$35 million, to 
approximately US$63 million, according to min-
istry sources. The subsidy increase should check 
smuggling and will allow the Agriculture Inputs 
Company Ltd., a government entity that imports 
and distributes fertilizer, to procure 300,000 metric 
tons from India for fiscal year 2013, double the cur-
rent amount. 

Thus, Indian price and subsidy policies influ-
ence fertilizer prices and use in Nepal, as well as in 
Bangladesh. Given fertilizer policy’s importance, 
regional policymaking needs to take into account 
how to benefit small farmers in South Asia.

FOREIGN DIRECT INVESTMENT IN MULTI-
BRAND RETAIL IN INDIA

In India, modern food retail has been estimated 
to have grown 49 percent annually from 2001 to 
2010.15 Foreign direct investment (FDI) will fur-
ther accelerate modern food retail’s growth. The 
argument in favor of FDI in multi-brand retail, 
which includes food commodities, is that multi-
national retail chains will bring not only capital 
investments to India, but also institutional best 
practices and knowledge on how to coordinate the 
procurement, distribution, and sale of a large num-
ber of products that modern supermarkets sell.16 
Promoting FDI moved forward in 2012, when the 
Indian government made the long-awaited decision 
to approve FDI in multi-brand retail, with a cap of 
51 percent on how much investment can come from 
foreign firms. This decision will have implications 
for agricultural marketing, especially improving 
the food value chain. Agriculture and agricultural 
marketing are controlled by the states, and many 
state governments had reservations about allowing 
FDI in multi-brand retail in their states. Multina-
tional companies must therefore seek state- 
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government permission for multi-brand 
retail investments.

The following are a few benefits for the food 
system expected from FDI in multi-brand retail: 
(1) reduction in postharvest losses and waste; (2) 
improvement in marketing efficiency; (3) reduction 
in retail overheads; (4) assurance of food quality 
and food safety; and (5) provision of more employ-
ment opportunities in ensuring high-quality stan-
dards through such operations as cleaning, physical 
grading, and packaging. In developing countries, 
consumers pay three to four times the farmgate 
prices for fresh produce. About 60–80 percent of 
the price consumers pay goes to commission agents 
and wholesalers to cover transportation, loading, 
unloading, storage, reducing waste that occurs 
between the farm and retail outlets (especially of 
perishable commodities such as fruits, vegetables, 
milk, or meat), overheads, and profits. In orga-
nized retail markets, however, consumers pay only 
one-and-a-half to two times the farmgate prices for 
basic food. Further, integrating smallholders with 
modern supermarkets allows farmers to sell their 
produce directly to modern retailers, cut transac-
tion costs, and reduce market risks, thereby mak-
ing a greater profit than under the old arrangement. 
Thus, more efficient markets will be a win-win 
proposition for farmers and consumers. Allocat-
ing 50 percent of FDI to back-end processes has 
the added advantage of improving production and 
minimizing losses. However, the Farmers’ Forum, 
apprehensive that a large part of the agricultural 
produce in modern retail outlets may be imported, 
proposed that retail outlets be required to procure 
a minimum of 75 percent of their agricultural prod-
ucts from Indian farmers.17  

SOUTH ASIAN SEED BANK

Quality seed is a prerequisite for increasing agricul-
tural production, but most farmers in South Asia 
are deprived of such seed. The seed replacement 
rate—that is, the percentage of seed planted in a 
given season that was freshly acquired by farm-
ers rather than saved from an earlier harvest—is 
too low (ranging from 5 to 15 percent). Recog-
nizing the importance of seed, the South Asian 

Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC), 
which includes eight South Asian countries, agreed 
in late 2011, at its 17th summit, to establish the 
SAARC Seed Bank to help farmers get quality 
seeds in case of a shortage due to natural calam-
ities. The objectives of the Seed Bank are to (1) 
provide regional support to national seed secu-
rity efforts, (2) address regional seed shortages 
through collective action, and (3) foster intercoun-
try partnerships.  This initiative involves creating 
a regional seed security reserve for the member 
states and requires each country to contribute at 
least 1 percent of its total seed requirements to 
the bank’s reserve. The seed contributed will sub-
sequently be available to South Asian countries 
during uncertain situations such as crop failures 
resulting from floods or drought.  

The Seed Bank will help member countries make 
quality seeds available. The initiative is expected to 
facilitate adoption of improved varieties; increase 
the seed replacement rate; and help member 
countries share among themselves best practices, 
technologies, and techniques for producing qual-
ity seeds.  

Besides establishing the Seed Bank, participat-
ing heads of state at the SAARC summit renewed 
their commitment to alleviate poverty and reduce 
income inequalities within their societies. They 
reaffirmed their resolve to improve their people’s 
well-being and quality of life through people- 
centered sustainable development. They also rec-
ognized the importance of fully implementing the 
South Asia Free Trade Agreement to move toward 
the creation of an enabling regional economic envi-
ronment. The leaders also resolved to address the 
SAARC Seed Bank’s operational issues by the next 
Council of Ministers session in 2013 to ensure the 
bank’s effective functioning.

BRICS SUMMIT IN INDIA

India organized the Fourth BRICS (Brazil, Russia, 
India, China, and South Africa) Summit in New 
Delhi on March 29, 2012, with the overarching 
theme of “BRICS Partnership for Global Stabil-
ity, Security and Prosperity.” The summit’s pur-
pose was to give further momentum to the BRICS 
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Vision 2021: Bangladesh Charts a Path toward Food Security
MUHAMMAD ABDUR RAZZAQUE

Motivated by a strong political com-
mitment, Bangladesh has taken a 

comprehensive and coordinated multi-
sectoral approach to the pursuit of food 
security. The country’s policies for ensur-
ing food security are guided by its Vision 
2021—a program of policies and actions 
culminating in the year of Bangladesh’s 
golden jubilee—and its national devel-
opment goals, as well as the Millennium 
Development Goals. Among other things, 
the Vision 2021 seeks to ensure that by 
2021 most people have a minimum of 
2,122 kilocalories per person per day 
and that the incidence of poverty is 
lowered to 15 percent. In addition, the 
2007–2008 global food crisis was instru-
mental in shifting policy toward food 
self-sufficiency. 

Agriculture plays an important role 
in the country’s food security strategy. 
In 2011–2012 the government continued 
to promote agriculture by, for example, 
ensuring easy availability of high-quality 
seeds and fertilizers; maintaining reduced 
prices for non-urea fertilizer and a tar-
geted subsidy for diesel fuel; expanding 
irrigation; developing new high-yielding 
varieties, including stress-tolerant and 
short-duration varieties; providing easy 
access to credit; ensuring remunerative 
prices for farmers; and allocating funds 
for research. In June 2012 Bangladesh 
produced an all-time record of 33.9 mil-
lion metric tons of rice—more than three 
times the harvest of 1971, the year of the 
country’s independence. Positive results 
were also recorded for wheat, vegeta-
bles, and potatoes, and the livestock and 
fishery sectors continued to thrive, bring-
ing agricultural growth to more than 4 
percent in recent years. Despite the gov-
ernment’s efforts, however, production 

centers heavily on rice, and substantial 
deficits still prevail in the production of 
pulses, meat, eggs, milk, fruits, and vege-
tables. To help diversify the food basket at 
the household level, the government has 
undertaken the program “One Household, 
One Farm.”

In response to more frequent shocks 
from natural disasters and more volatile 
food-grain prices, the government has 
scaled up public stocks and distribution 
of food grains. The country’s effective 
storage capacity was increased from 1.4 
million metric tons in 2009 to 1.8 million 
metric tons in 2012 and is projected to 
reach 2.1 million metric tons by the end 
of 2014. This increased storage capacity 
should help extend the shelf life of grain, 
reduce leakage, and improve the country’s 
capacity to respond to shocks. 

Bangladesh has also strengthened its 
safety net. The budget allocation to social 
safety net programs has risen in recent 
years, with nearly 25 percent of house-
holds covered by some type of safety 
net program in 2010.1 Public distribu-
tion of food grains rose from 1.3 million 
tons in 2007–2008 to 2.3 million tons in 
2010–2011, largely to help consumers 
cope with the spike in the price of food 
grains. Distribution through open market 
sales and fair price cards proved effective 
in this regard. When prices fell in 2011–
2012, public distribution was reduced. 
In addition, the 100-Day Employment 
Generation Program, which employs the 
extremely poor, accounts for an estimated 
4.2 million person-months of employment 
during lean seasons and has helped elimi-
nate seasonal food insecurity from north-
western Bangladesh. The government’s 
efforts have not only helped reduce food 
inflation (below 3 percent in September 

2012), but also facilitated an increase in 
the rice-wage equivalent. Overall, the 
incidence of poverty fell from 40 percent 
in 2005 to 31.5 percent in 2010–2011, and 
access to food improved. Nevertheless, 
the prevalence of malnutrition among 
children and women is still of paramount 
concern in Bangladesh.

In 2011, in view of the food security 
challenges, the government revised the 
Country Investment Plan, which consists 
of 12 high-priority programs for improving 
availability of, access to, and utilization of 
food. The plan involves investments total-
ing US$7.8 billion of which US$5.1 billion 
is awaiting funding, including first-priority 
investments worth US$3.4 billion. 

The country’s recent actions have 
amply reflected its commitment to food 
security. It is important now to sustain 
growth and diversify production, drawing 
on technological innovations and agri-
cultural research, especially to develop 
stress-tolerant crop varieties. There is a 
need to expand the knowledge base on 
agriculture and food security, and contin-
ued support from development partners 
will be crucial. Finally, Bangladesh must 
enhance its safety net programs and 
develop effective community-based nutri-
tion programs.

Muhammad Abdur Razzaque is the minister of Food and Disaster Management and a member of Parliament in Dhaka, Bangladesh.
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process. The association of BRICS countries is a 
unique development that allows these countries to 
address common opportunities and challenges. 

The summit’s Delhi Declaration confirmed the 
BRICS countries’ commitment to address various 
economic and political issues of global and regional 
importance. Country leaders also released “The 
BRICS Report,” which focuses on synergies and 
complementarities among the BRICS economies 
and highlights the economies’ role as drivers of 
world economic growth. An updated edition of the 
BRICS Joint Statistical Publication was also issued 
at the summit. Government ministers attending 
also agreed to adopt the “Action Plan 2012 to 2016” 
in order to achieve the following objectives:

 X Creating a basic agricultural information 
exchange system among BRICS countries (coor-
dinated by China)

 X Developing a general strategy for ensuring the 
most vulnerable populations’ access to food 
(coordinated by Brazil)

 X Reducing the negative impacts of climate change 
on food security and adapting agriculture to cli-
mate change (coordinated by South Africa)

 X Enhancing agricultural technology cooperation 
and innovation (coordinated by India)

 X Promoting trade and investment (coordinated 
by Russia)
South-South cooperation has now become an 

important part of reducing poverty and ensuring 
food security.18 There are several examples of part-
nerships that demonstrate the critical role of col-
laboration among Brazil, China, India, and South 
Africa in driving innovations (such as knowledge 
sharing, capacity building, and improved technol-
ogies) to reduce world poverty and hunger. The 
summit reaffirmed the commitment of all BRICS 
countries to learn from each other to meet global 
challenges and harness emerging opportunities. 

MORATORIUM ON FIELD TRIALS FOR 
GENETICALLY MODIFIED CROPS IN INDIA

Although some policies were reformed, food pol-
icy also suffered a significant setback in 2012. 
In an unfortunate development, the Supreme 

Court–appointed Technical Expert Committee in 
India recommended, in October 2012, a 10-year 
moratorium on field trials of any genetically mod-
ified (GM) crops. The controversy arose after 
Bt eggplant, a GM crop, was barred from being 
released for cultivation on the pretext of concern 
for food safety, biodiversity, and the environment. 
The committee’s recommendations go one step 
beyond prohibiting GM crops’ release for cultiva-
tion and do not allow even field trials of any new 
GM crop varieties. The recommendation is in con-
trast to scientific institutions’ goal of developing 
transgenic products to overcome biotic and abiotic 
stresses in cases where conventional breeding’s 
probability of success is too low. 

Several GM products have been developed 
for this purpose, including maize, rice, rapeseed, 
potato, tomato, and cotton. Bt cotton was released 
and approved for large-scale production in India 
and has completely transformed Indian cotton 
production: cotton-lint production increased 
from 1.6 million metric tons in 2000 to 5.7 mil-
lion metric tons in 2012, and exports went up from 
merely 127,000 metric tons to 1.5 million metric 
tons during the same period. Also, Bt cotton has 
reduced production costs by reducing the need to 
use pesticides, which were used indiscriminately to 
control bollworms. Nevertheless, Bt eggplant was 
not approved for release for cultivation. Eggplant 
is largely grown by smallholders in poverty-ridden 
areas who could have benefited immensely from 
reduced pesticide costs and increased production. 
Such decisions, which are not based on scientific 
logic, will have negative effects on frontier research 
and demand-driven technology generation.

P. K. Joshi is director in South Asia for the International 
Food Policy Research Institute (IFPRI), New Delhi. Devesh 
Roy is a research fellow in IFPRI’s Markets, Trade, and 
Institutions Division, New Delhi.
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East Asia

Kevin Z. Chen
Despite a much-anticipated slowdown in 2012, East 
Asia still enjoyed the highest economic growth 
rates of any world region.19 Many East Asian 
countries are undergoing rapid economic trans-
formations involving improved living standards 
and decreased poverty. How best to manage these 
transformations and address threats associated 
with rapid development, such as income inequality, 
environmental degradation, and the sustainability 
of future growth, is at the center of policy debate. 

In order to ensure sustainable future growth, the 
region needs to prioritize balanced growth strate-
gies that include both export-oriented and  
domestic-demand-driven growth. East Asia also 
needs to diversify its production bases and sell 
more value-added products.20 Reducing inequal-
ity between urban and rural residents has been 
addressed by increases in health and education 
spending, and improved social protection pro-
grams. And because agricultural productivity 
growth is an important part of economic trans-
formation, rural and agricultural infrastructure 
and farmer access to inputs and extension services 
should be promoted.21 

Another important part of ensuring regional 
food security is providing adequate and stable rice 
production. Unlike in 2007–2008, rice is in ample 
supply in the region, and China increasingly relies 
on cheap rice imports from Vietnam, Cambodia, 
and Pakistan, probably because of Chinese rice 
production’s declining comparative advantage as a 
result of rising rural wages.22 Reliance on imports 
of other products is more risky, however: while the 
rice price has been stable, the 2012/2013 prices of 
US-grown maize, soybeans, and wheat are fore-
cast to rise 22 percent, 19 percent, and 12 percent, 
respectively, as a result of drought.23  

This presents a problem for China, Indonesia, 
and other East Asian nations that currently import 
huge quantities of grains and soybeans from the 
United States (Indonesia temporarily halted soy-
bean import taxes and expanded the portfolio of 
commodities controlled by the state purchasing 
agency, Bulog, to include soy).24 The vast majority 

of these grain imports go into animal feed. Asia, 
which accounts for more than one-third of the 
world’s maize imports, and especially China, which 
is the world’s second-largest maize consumer as 
well as its largest soy consumer, would suffer con-
siderably from continued dry weather in the United 
States.25  

It is particularly worth noting that, according to 
the recent release of trade data from China Cus-
toms, China imported 2.1 million metric tons of 
rice, 3.6 million metric tons of wheat, and 5.0 mil-
lion metric tons of maize in the first 11 months of 
2012 after many years of near self-sufficiency in  
those grains. This may signal that China has  
reached a turning point in terms of its grain  
security.   

The goal of adequate domestic food production 
has prompted a number of significant country- 
specific policy initiatives. China’s 2012 No. 1 Doc-
ument focused heavily on agricultural research and 
development, which China has prioritized since 
2000 and in which it is outpacing both Brazil and 
India and catching up to the United States in terms 
of public investment levels.26 Myanmar has con-
tinued to open up, and reforms, including a new 
agricultural bank that provides loans to farmers 
and other agriculture-related clients and support 
for seed-production companies, are under way.27 
These reforms may pave the way for Myanmar to 
reclaim its place as a major rice bowl. The imple-
mentation of Thailand’s much-criticized Paddy 
Pledging Scheme in 2012, which guarantees prices 
far above the market rate, has led Thai white rice to 
become uncompetitive internationally. As a result, 
Thailand slipped from its position as the world’s 
top rice exporter in 2012 to trail behind India and 
Vietnam.28 

Major food policy developments also took place 
at the regional level in 2012.29 Regional cooper-
ation on East Asian food security was enhanced 
during the Twelfth Meeting of the Association 
of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) Ministers 
of Agriculture and Forestry and the Ministers of 
Agriculture of the People’s Republic of China, 
Japan, and the Republic of Korea, which was held 
in Vientiane, Lao PDR, on September 28.  The 
meeting reaffirmed the commitment to agricultural 
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development within ASEAN+3 (ASEAN member 
states, the People’s Republic of China, Japan, and 
the Republic of Korea), a commitment that first 
began in 1997.30 This year also saw the ASEAN+3 

Asia: International Goals Stimulate Small-Scale Farmers’ 
Initiatives

MA. ESTRELLA A. PENUNIA 

Four key policy developments in 2012 
related to food systems and their gov-

ernance affected small-scale women and 
men farmers in Asia. The first was the out-
come document of the Rio+20 conference, 
titled “The Future We Want.” While the 
document did not present many new ideas 
and its sustainable development goals 
lacked timeframes, we believed the doc-
ument highlighted many goals that could 
stimulate and support the work of the 
Asian Farmers’ Association for Sustainable 
Rural Development (AFA): promoting the 
right to food; making the role of small-
scale farmers, fishers, pastoralists, and 
foresters significantly visible; ensuring 
food and nutrition security and upscaling 
sustainable agriculture systems; securing 
water access and sanitation; and using 
renewable sources of energy. With these 
reaffirmations from Rio+20 and some 
commitments from Asian governments, 
we can move on with our work, with more 
hope that our work will be supported by 
many stakeholders.

The second development was the 
adoption by the Committee on World 
Food Security’s member states of the first 
version of the Global Strategic Framework 
for Food Security and Nutrition (GSF). 
The GSF is the result of a participatory, 

inclusive process involving civil soci-
ety groups as active participants. It has 
many positive aspects, especially, again, 
its references to the right to food and to 
smallholder farmers, agriculture and food 
workers, small-scale fishers, pastoral-
ists, indigenous people and the landless, 
women, and youth; and its recognition of 
agroecology. The challenge is for govern-
ments to provide funding to implement 
the GSF and for farmers’ organizations to 
start their own initiatives and engage gov-
ernments in GSF’s implementation. 

The third development was the adop-
tion by Food and Agriculture Organization 
of the United Nations (FAO) member 
governments of Voluntary Guidelines on 
the Responsible Governance of Tenure of 
Land, Fisheries, and Forests in the Context 
of National Food Security. As small-scale 
farmers, fishers, pastoralists, and produc-
ers continue to struggle for their rights to 
natural resources and face more aggres-
sive large-scale land acquisitions by both 
local elites and foreign companies and 
countries, this development gives us inspi-
ration to press our governments to adopt 
these guidelines. 

The last, equally important, devel-
opment was the United Nations’ decla-
ration of 2012 as the International Year 

of Cooperatives—celebration of which 
helped highlight the importance of small-
scale farmers’ agricultural cooperatives 
in bringing about the farmers’ economic 
empowerment—and of 2014 as the 
International Year of Family Farming. 

In 2013, AFA’s constituency will con-
tinue to face challenges with regard to 
securing our rights to land, water, forests, 
and seeds; making our governments enact 
favorable policies; ensuring that public- 
private partnerships in agricultural invest-
ments really put small-scale farmers at the 
center and empower them; and aligning 
public and private investments with sus-
tainable but economically viable agro-
technologies and enterprises that will also 
empower women and encourage young 
people to go into farming. With the hopes 
given by both the favorable policy docu-
ments in 2012 and the impending celebra-
tion of the Year of Family Farming in 2014, 
we will prepare ourselves for challenges 
and meaningful opportunities in 2013 by 
learning and sharing among ourselves 
and with others and partnering with allied 
groups and organizations who share the 
same interests and cause.

Ma. Estrella A. Penunia is secretary-general of the Asian Farmers’ Association for Sustainable Rural Development, Quezon City, 
Philippines.

Emergency Rice Reserve come into operation and 
release stockpiled rice in Indonesia, Lao PDR, 
and Thailand.  The ASEAN+3 Emergency Rice 
Reserve is the product of a decade-long effort to 
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improve upon the 33-year-old ASEAN Emergency 
Rice Reserve and involves both donated stocks 
and earmarked stocks.31 However, research by the 
Asian Development Bank has suggested that, in the 
event of a calamity, the ASEAN+3 Emergency Rice 
Reserve would provide only temporary relief and 
that national governments would have to also turn 
to domestic reserves and new domestic policies.32 

Research focusing on broad agricultural and 
agriculture-related policy issues will be critical to 
fostering both regional and national policies that 
contribute to agricultural and economic growth. 

Kevin Z. Chen is a senior research fellow in the 
Development Strategy and Governance Division of the 
International Food Policy Research Institute, Beijing.

Latin America and the Caribbean

Eugenio Díaz-Bonilla
The recent economic performance of Latin Amer-
ica and the Caribbean (LAC) has been generally 
positive. Agricultural production and exports have 
grown over the past decade and generally remained 
strong in 2012, despite poor weather and a trade 
slowdown. Poverty has declined and the region’s 
middle class has grown dramatically, as well. Nev-
ertheless, economic inequality, particularly in 
land access, remains a major problem and source 
of conflict. The region also suffers from deforesta-
tion, although some steps have been taken to pro-
tect forests. 

PRODUCTION 

By the end of the 2000s, LAC had increased its 
agricultural production, and as a result its share of 
world agricultural production (valued in constant 

terms) had grown to almost 13 percent of global 
output (in the 1960s, LAC production accounted 
for less than 10 percent of global output). The 
region now accounts for a slightly larger share of 
world production than either the European Union 
or the United States and Canada combined. This 
increase resulted to a large extent from agricul-
tural expansion in Brazil, but agricultural growth 
in other countries has contributed as well.  Within 
that overall regional agricultural expansion, live-
stock production grew faster than crop production.

According to projections by the US Department 
of Agriculture (USDA), grain production is esti-
mated to have dropped in Argentina and Mexico 
from about 85 to 75 million metric tons during 
2011–2012. Oilseed production in Argentina and 
Brazil followed a similar pattern, falling from 133 
to 116 million metric tons during the same period. 
Other countries, such as Bolivia, Ecuador, and 
Paraguay, also reported losses in grain production 
during 2012.33 On the other hand, USDA projected 
that LAC would increase meat production in 2012:  
beef production was expected to increase by about 
5 percent compared with 2011, and pork by about 
6 percent (poultry production, by contrast, was 
expected to increase by less than 1 percent).  

TRADE

During the last decade, LAC became the world’s 
main net exporter of agricultural and food prod-
ucts, mainly, but not exclusively, because of the net 
trade surpluses generated by Argentina and Brazil. 
During 2012, there seems to have been a slowdown 
in world trade compared with 2011, but agricul-
tural trade in general may have been less affected. 
Projections suggest that trade within the Ameri-
cas continued to be the largest component of LAC 
trade flows, although for several agricultural prod-
ucts (such as soybeans), markets in Asia, and China 
in particular, have become the main destination. 
Several trade agreements began implementation in 
2012, including those between the United States 
and Panama, the United States and Colombia, 
and a number of intraregional agreements. Also in 
2012, Venezuela became member of the Southern 
Common Market (MERCOSUR). 

Thailand slipped from its position as the 

world’s top rice exporter in 2012 to 

trail behind India and Vietnam.

84  Policy choices on the Ground 



PRODUCTIVITY AND RESEARCH AND 
DEVELOPMENT

Technological levels vary significantly between and 
within countries and across producer groups.  Pub-
lic investment in agricultural research and devel-
opment (R&D) has increased somewhat in LAC, 
particularly over the last decade, but the region’s 
average numbers are well below developed-nation 
levels. Moreover, a few countries account for most 
of the improvements, as investment has declined in 
the smaller and poorer countries that are most in 
need of agricultural R&D. During the last decades, 
the private sector—from multinational companies 
to producer associations—and civil society have 
also taken up active roles in the development and 
diffusion of agricultural technology.  

In 2011, out of the 29 countries producing GM 
crops, 10 were in LAC. After the United States, 
the two countries with the largest areas devoted 
to GM crops that year were Brazil and Argentina. 
Also, Paraguay and Uruguay were among the top 
10 countries that had more than 1 million hect-
ares of GM crops in 2011. Although final numbers 
for the region as a whole are not available, Brazil 
appears to have increased its area under GM crops 
by 14 percent in 2012.34  

LAND, DEFORESTATION, AND CLIMATE 
CHANGE

The gains in LAC’s agriculture during the last 
decade, although driven in part by productiv-
ity improvements, also resulted from significant 
expansion of agricultural area: from 1990 to 2010, 
the region accounted for two-thirds of global defor-
estation. Unsurprisingly, land-use change contrib-
utes more to LAC’s greenhouse gas emissions than 
any other source, though the region’s emissions 
are comparatively low. Another worrisome con-
sequence of rapid land-use change is the pressure 
this places on LAC’s globally important reservoirs 
of biodiversity.

During the last years, however, several countries 
in LAC launched initiatives to reduce emissions 
resulting from deforestation and forest degrada-
tion. The annual rate of deforestation in the region, 

which is about three times higher than the world 
average, appears to have been reduced by about 
20 percent in the last five years compared with the 
previous five-year period.35  

An important development in this area during 
2012 has been the approval of a controversial law 
aimed at reconciling production and conservation 
in Brazil. In May 2012, Brazilian President Dilma 
Rousseff enacted that law but rejected 12 articles 
(including an amnesty for illegal loggers) and made 
32 modifications to the text. This partial veto was 
a compromise between farmers who argued that 
the original law was needed to increase food pro-
duction and environmentalists who thought that 
it would lead to further destruction of the Ama-
zon rainforest. 

Hurricanes continued to affect Central America 
and the Caribbean in 2012. In particular, Hurri-
cane Sandy in November caused several deaths and 
left thousands of people homeless in Haiti, while 
also exacerbating the cholera epidemic and causing 
extensive crop damage. 

AGRARIAN STRUCTURE 

LAC’s agricultural performance has taken place 
against a background of large inequalities in land 
tenure, with small farms fragmenting and large 
landholdings expanding, all of which is squeez-
ing out family farms and local communities. Land 
problems continued in 2012: in Honduras rural 
workers took part in coordinated land invasions 
across the country in April, and in Paraguay a land 
eviction in which 17 people were killed was used as 
an argument for the impeachment and subsequent 
removal of President Fernando Lugo in June. Con-
flicts around guerrilla activity and the cultivation of 
illicit drugs have also affected land patterns in sev-
eral LAC countries. In this regard, a development 
with implications for opening land area to produc-
tion was the start of exploratory talks between the 
Colombian government and guerrilla groups in the 
second half of 2012. 
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OTHER ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL ISSUES 

LAC economic growth slowed down in 2012, but 
positive trends continued overall. These trends, 
according to a recent study by the World Bank, 
have allowed the middle class to double in num-
bers during the last decade.  In line with this devel-
opment, poverty in LAC has declined in recent 
decades. It has also become more concentrated in 
urban centers, as rural populations and agricul-
tural employment have fallen significantly. IFPRI’s 

Global Hunger Index rates LAC more positively, 
on average, than any other developing region, 
except for Eastern Europe and the Commonwealth 
of Independent States. But of course, there are 
important differences across countries, and LAC 
continues to be one of the most unequal regions 
in the world according to different socioeconomic 
indicators. In particular, the region’s land tenure 
structure is highly unequal, with Gini indexes in 
the 80s and 90s. Although 2012 data are not yet 

Honduras: Agricultural Extension and Better Technologies 
for Higher-Value Crops
JEREMÍAS VASQUEZ

The Association of Producers of Celeque 
(APROCEL) is a producers’ association 

based in the Belen Gualcho municipal-
ity in the Department of Ocotepeque 
in Honduras. We were formed by 150 
peasant families of Lenca origin that by 
culture and tradition produced only for 
subsistence: we grew beans and corn and 
cultivated small vegetable areas in the 
traditional way. In 2008, APROCEL, with 
the technical and financial support of the 
Global Village Project, the Jack & Marie 
Eiting Foundation, and the Millennium 
Challenge Account–Honduras, started a 
process of commercial production. This 
process involved appropriate technical 
assistance and the methodical implemen-
tation of a plan covering good agricultural 
practices, crop management, a nutrition 
program, and the adoption of the seed of 
more weather-resistant and high-yielding 
vegetable varieties. As our work pro-
gresses, we have continued to receive 
support from various national and inter-
national organizations.

In 2012, we saw a slight improvement 
in productivity in Honduras—not only in 
the plains, where most improvements tra-
ditionally take place, but also in the high-
lands—through the work of agricultural 
extension institutions that promote the 
use of seeds for adaptable varieties. This 
seed usage can lead to higher crop yields. 
Also in 2012, 75 families in APROCEL suc-
ceeded in adopting technologies—such 
as drip irrigation and protected cultivation 
in greenhouses or fiberweb macro tun-
nels—that improved the production infra-
structure and had an extraordinary impact 
on productivity and family output. For this 
reason, we now focus on the production 
of high-value crops, such as vegetables—
particularly lettuce, carrots, cabbage, 
tomatoes, potatoes, and chilies. 

Currently we are implementing a step-
by-step process within our organization 
for planned and competitive production 
for the formal and informal markets 
in northeastern Honduras. Our goal is 
to produce and sell about 1,500,000 
pounds annually, with 70 percent of the 

production going to formal markets. Our 
vision for the medium and long term is to 
increase our productivity by incorporating 
and implementing agricultural best prac-
tices that allow us to gradually increase 
and stabilize our production. This process 
involves building on diversification and 
future value-addition to our products to 
help improve the incomes of the region’s 
families.

In 2013, Central American countries 
and their governments should improve 
their policies and strategies—and not 
only regarding food security. They also 
should strengthen the productivity and 
competitiveness of the regions that have 
fewer opportunities and invest financial 
resources that are specifically targeted to 
stimulate the production systems for high-
value crops. We know there is a lot of 
agroecological potential in our countries, 
and we should make better use of it to 
contribute in a meaningful and timely way 
to our countries’ agrifood systems.

Jeremías Vasquez is a representative of the Association of Producers of Celeque, Belen Gualcho, Honduras.
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available, it is estimated that the trends mentioned 
have not been reversed.

The appreciation of real exchange rates in several 
LAC countries during 2011 and 2012 may put addi-
tional pressure on agricultural production’s profit 
margins and agricultural trade in coming years by 
making it hard to export agricultural products and 
easier to import them. 

During 2012, LAC’s agriculture continued to 
support global food security (because LAC is the 
largest net exporter of agricultural and food prod-
ucts at the world level and helps stabilize food 
prices and supplies) and global environmental sus-
tainability (because LAC is the largest provider, 

among developing regions, of global environmental 
goods, including biodiversity and oxygen). Also, 
the trends toward expansion of the middle class 
and reduction in poverty and food insecurity in 
the region seem to have continued. It remains to be 
seen what impact the continuation of global eco-
nomic problems into 2013 and beyond will have on 
those trends.

Eugenio Díaz-Bonilla is a visiting senior research 
fellow at the International Food Policy Research Institute, 
Washington, DC.
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