
KEY FINDINGS
■■ Trade can contribute to the four key requirements of 

food security—food availability, access, utilization, and 
stability of supply.

■■ By encouraging production in areas with a comparative 
advantage in agriculture, trade raises countries’ incomes 
and provides access to better prices on the world market.

■■ Limiting trade would result in high prices in land-scarce 
countries, depressed food prices in land-abundant 
countries, and lower real incomes in both.

■■ Trade in inputs, commodities, and ideas can boost agri-
cultural productivity and increase sustainability by facili-
tating diffusion of technology and spurring innovation.

■■ The institutional framework for international trade has 
helped countries take advantage of opportunities for 
food exports and imports.

■■ Nutrition can be improved by open trade, which can 
provide better access to a diversified food basket, 
including greater diversity of products and suppliers 
and reduced volatility of supply.

■■ Real risks associated with trade opening include 
increases in inequality, negative impacts on health, 
increased energy use, and environmental damage.

KEY RECOMMENDATIONS
■■ Support trade opening with active policies and 

strong institutions to guarantee cooperative behavior 
and coordination.

■■ Design policies to address challenges or externalities 
associated with trade using the assignment principle—
targeting the policy to the immediate source of 
the problem.

■■ Address inequality and price volatility with safety 
nets and investment in human capital. Smart policy 
solutions will protect consumers and producers with 
direct support.

■■ Address environmental impacts with resource man-
agement policies. Overexploitation of resources or 
loss of biodiversity are best managed by mainstream-
ing good management into production, rather than 
limiting trade.

■■ Address overnutrition with education and other 
policies directly targeting consumption. These are 
more effective than banning or limiting trade in 
calorie-dense foods.
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The benefits of international trade are embedded 
in our everyday lives, our meals have been shaped 
by globalization, and many farmers profit from 
export markets for their products. Global improve-
ments in food and nutrition security under an open 
and inclusive trade regime have contributed to 
falling levels of undernourishment, better nutri-
tion and greater dietary diversity, and overall eco-
nomic development. Trade contributes to the four 
key requirements of food security—food availabil-
ity, access, utilization, and stability of supply. Over 
the last 40 years, the share of food, measured in cal-
ories, crossing an international border rose from 
12.3 percent to over 19 percent.1 But in today’s cli-
mate of skepticism about globalization, with long-
standing trade agreements such as the North 
American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) under 
threat, the benefits of trade may be forgotten as 
negative impacts are emphasized by advocates of 
trade barriers and self-sufficiency. In this chapter, we 
examine the links between trade and food security, 
drawing on evidence from history and economics 
and from the available data.

For most of history, people depended on local 
food production from traditional producers. Quite 
typical were the regions of India, isolated by the 

high costs of traditional transport and dependent 
upon local supplies of staple foods.2 Farmers relied 
on long-established farming practices, but were 
at risk of famine when the rains failed.3 When the 
railways arrived in India, between 1870 and 1930, 
transport costs were reduced by a factor of about 
five, making trade in food feasible. Incomes rose as 
Indian regions with more or better agricultural land 
began exporting food and those with an advan-
tage in other goods began to import food. Food 
supplies became more stable, sharply reducing the 
incidence of famine.4 This story has been repeated 
in many different places and periods. International 
trade provides similar benefits, so why are chal-
lenges to international trade agreements on the 
rise? Let’s first summarize the benefits for food and 
nutrition security of liberalizing trade with a focus 
on agriculture before addressing some of the chal-
lenges linked to open trade.

AGRICULTURAL TRADE, FOOD 
SECURITY, AND DEVELOPMENT

International agricultural trade is necessary to allow 
for both population growth and economic devel-
opment. A world reliant on traditional agriculture 

Trade    21



without trade in food is not just vulnerable in the 
short term. It also faces the Malthusian trap of pop-
ulation growth outpacing food growth in the longer 
term. If living conditions are initially favorable, the 
population grows geometrically, but agricultural 
output grows more slowly, hampered by the need 
for land.

A few years after Thomas Malthus posed the 
problem of population and food supplies at the 
end of the 18th century, David Ricardo introduced 
the key rationale for free trade in food products 
when he formulated the notion of comparative 
advantage, which explains why countries with rel-
atively more efficient agriculture sectors should 
export food products in return for other goods. 
Interregional trade in the United States offers a 
good example: in a context of minimal trade barri-
ers in the 20th century, regions with greater agricul-
tural potential, such as the Midwest, replaced less 
suited regions, such as New England, in the pro-
duction of field crops. Given enormous differences 
in productivity between regions, the gains from 
increased trade in agricultural products within the 
United States are estimated to have been similar in 
magnitude to the enormous gains in productivity 
recorded over that period.5

Modern economic development offers a way 
out of the Malthusian demographic trap, with most 
regions experiencing falls in the death rate, fol-
lowed by declining birthrates and ultimately a 
transition to stable or declining populations.6 But 
because this transition is long and complex, and 
countries vary enormously in their size and share 
of potential agricultural land, they have ended up 
with very different ratios of agricultural land per 
person (Figure 1). A group of super-land-abundant 
countries, such as Argentina, have about 2 hectares 
(ha) or more of agricultural land per person. Other 
important agricultural exporters, such as the United 
States and Brazil, have close to 1 ha per person. 
Countries like China, France, and India are interme-
diate cases. At the other extreme, countries such as 
Egypt, Japan, and the Republic of Korea have only 
about 0.04 ha per person.

Given the vast differences in land endowments, 
only international trade or massively greater pro-
ductivity in the land-scarce countries would allow 
food demand in those countries to be met at rea-
sonable cost. Of these two alternatives, interna-
tional trade is the easier to implement in the short 
run, and the only one directly in the hands of pol-
icy makers. Agricultural productivity growth is 

Figure 1  Agricultural land per person, selected countries, 2009
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enormously important in the development process 
because it allows countries—whether land-abundant 
or land-scarce—to raise farm incomes and potentially 
to lower food prices, both of which can contribute to 
lowering poverty. Trade in inputs and commodities 
and in ideas can promote this improvement and con-
tribute to technological progress by facilitating the 
international diffusion of technology and creating 
incentives for innovation.7

Since the 19th century, many countries have been 
able to take advantage of opportunities for interna-
tional food trade because of lower transport costs, 
reductions in conflict, and the establishment of a 
workable institutional framework for international 
trade.8 Two major episodes of global trade liberal-
ization have supported population growth and eco-
nomic development. The first occurred during the 
19th century, when the European population dou-
bled, benefiting from food imports from emerg-
ing countries of the time (Australia, Russia, and the 
United States) in the context of a safer international 
order and improved communication and transpor-
tation technologies. The second occurred more 
recently: since 1970, Asia has managed to combine 
a doubling of population with increases in quantity 
and quality of per capita food consumption, thanks 
to higher agricultural productivity at home and bet-
ter integration with global markets and, in recent 
years, expansion of livestock-feed exports, espe-
cially from South America. Even countries with a con-
servative attitude toward agricultural trade—such as 
Japan—rely heavily on imports of nonsensitive agri-
cultural products such as maize and soybeans.

The World Trade Organization (WTO) included 
agriculture in its Uruguay Round negotiations (1986–
1994), which achieved some liberalization of agri-
cultural trade and provided a framework for further 
reform (for more on international trade governance, 
see Chapter 8).9 The Uruguay Round also included 
rules on standards that reduced the risk of covert 
protectionism. Regional reforms such as the estab-
lishment of the European Union (EU) and NAFTA 
liberalized agricultural trade within these blocs. 
Perhaps partly in response to these reforms, agricul-
tural trade liberalization became much more con-
troversial in the 2000s, with the G33 coalition in the 
WTO resisting further reform of agricultural trade 
in developing countries, and the food sovereignty 
movement questioning the role of agricultural trade 
both within and between countries.10

BENEFITS OF OPENING TO TRADE

Opening to trade has important implications for 
incomes, food consumption, nutritional outcomes, 
and resource use. By encouraging production in 
areas with a comparative advantage in agriculture, 
trade raises countries’ incomes and provides access 
to better prices on world markets. Widespread 
opening to trade, of the type observed since trade 
costs began to fall sharply in the 19th century, has 
lowered the average cost of food worldwide. In con-
trast, limiting trade—given the huge differences 
in land and resource endowments—would have 
resulted in extremely high prices in land-scarce 
countries, depressed food prices in land-abundant 
countries, and lower real incomes in both.11 This 
unbalanced pattern would have been good for nei-
ther group—with Argentine tables groaning under 
the weight of even more beef and Japanese farmers 
struggling to produce enough food on the country’s 
scarce land.

Beyond improving food availability and access, 
international trade can improve nutrition by allowing 
better access to a diversified food basket. Relying on 
locally produced food greatly limits dietary choices. For 
those living in temperate climates, it restricts options 
in winter months and rules out products that require 
a more tropical climate. Trade allows year-round con-
sumption of many healthy products, such as fruits and 
vegetables, and gives access to nontraditional food 
items that have improved nutrition—for example, allow-
ing East Asian countries to rapidly integrate more milk 
into their diets; consumers in developed and emerging 
economies to adopt olive oil, a healthy source of unsat-
urated fat; and markets to expand for lesser-known 
nutritious crops such as quinoa.12

Similarly, international trade provides consum-
ers with various sourcing options for any given prod-
uct. Economic development has been accompanied 
by an increase in the variety of food imports and 
sources of food imports (Table 1). In 15 years, Ghana 
moved from importing 310 food products from world 
markets to 491, each product being sourced now 
from 7.1 countries on average compared to 3.0 in the 
past. China, which was already importing many prod-
ucts in the late 1990s, increased the diversity of its 
suppliers by 50 percent on average (from 9.4 to 14.5) 
to meet the expectations of consumers with growing 
purchasing power. The preference for diversity is well 
illustrated by advanced economies. Australia and 
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the United States—major net agricultural exporters—
import nearly all varieties of food products and from 
a rising number of countries. The growing number 
of exporters is an important feature of the ongoing 
globalization trend that, even for countries already 
largely open, continues to deliver gains in terms of 
food diversity, development of more efficient value 
chains for transferring and transforming agricul-
tural products, and the emergence of new suppliers, 
including from developing countries.

Trade can also contribute to the sustainability of 
food systems and reduce both the risk of overexploita-
tion of natural resources and negative environmental 
impacts linked to production, known as externalities. 
For example, by reducing the need to rely on domes-
tic supply, trade in agricultural products can reduce 
local water and fertilizer use in countries where these 
inputs are relatively scarce. Analysis of the main crops 
of the world’s two largest exporters, the United States 
and China, shows the magnitude of these impacts 
(Figure 2). While the United States is a net exporter of 
“virtual” water—the water used to produce agricultural 
goods that is embedded in the traded products—and 
“virtual” fertilizers, China, whose domestic resources 
are already strained, saves substantial resources 
through imports, partly because its partners use tech-
nology that is less fertilizer- and water-intensive than 
China would have to use to replace these imports.

CHALLENGES OF OPENING TO TRADE

Trade has driven great improvements in food secu-
rity and nutrition, but real risks are associated with 
trade opening, including increases in inequality and 
negative impacts on health and the environment. 
Acknowledging and identifying problematic aspects 
of the globalized food system can lead to effective 
policy solutions that protect the benefits of trade.

Redistribution, poverty, and inequality. Trade 
improves food access and availability, allowing con-
sumers in importing countries access to more food 
at lower prices and raising incomes for producers in 
exporting countries. However, free trade has redis-
tributive implications that may affect food security. In 
exporting countries, the higher product prices result-
ing from international trade opportunities push local 
prices up, hurting local consumers. Indeed, even “suc-
cess stories,” where increased exports raise small-
holder incomes, can be offset by the adverse economic 
and nutrition outcomes for consumers. This is the story 
of quinoa—as Andean exports of the grain exploded 
and many poor producers enjoyed rising incomes, tra-
ditional poor consumers faced reduced access to a 
nutritious staple food.13 To tackle inequalities related 
to trade and protect people from adjustment costs, tax 
and revenue transfer programs (including social safety 

Table 1  Diversity of internationally traded food products

Country

Average number of food products
Average number of origin 

countries by product

1998–2000 2011–2013 1998–2000 2011–2013

Afghanistan 97 397 1.5 3.7

Argentina 514 429 5.3 4.8

Australia 548 546 10.4 15.7

Brazil 540 502 6.4 7.4

China 575 558 9.4 14.5

Ghana 310 491 3.0 7.1

Guatemala 491 495 3.9 4.7

Malawi 221 359 1.7 2.2

Mali 250 309 3.0 3.7

Paraguay 379 369 3.0 3.7

United States 601 585 20.9 24.9

Uzbekistan 230 299 2.5 3.2

Source: L. Deason and D. Laborde, “Trade and Nutritional Contents,” unpublished, International Food Policy Research Institute, 2012.

Note: Food products are defined here as HS6 products (the Harmonized System 6-digits), the international classification for trade in goods.
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nets) are better options than restricting trade. Provision 
of public goods (such as education and agricultural 
research and development) can also play a role both in 
increasing national incomes and improving the distri-
bution of income and opportunities.

Energy use and emissions. Bringing food from farther 
afield clearly involves transport costs. Both produc-
ers and traders factor in these costs and only transfer 
goods from one region to another if doing so lowers 
costs or improves product quality. However, there are 
externalities—unaccounted for costs, including green-
house gas emissions—associated with production and 
transport of food. Such externalities should be dealt 
with “symmetrically.” For example, if energy use is a 
problem, it should be discouraged equally in trans-
portation, in production, and in consumption. This 
approach recognizes that free trade is not the prob-
lem, but rather distortive policies, such as tax rebates 
on fossil fuel use in the agriculture sector, that can 
alter incentives and lead to overuse of fossil energy 
are the problem. Limiting these distortionary policies—
including subsidies and tariffs—is a cornerstone of the 
modern global trading system managed by the WTO.

Environmental degradation. Agricultural trade is 
also frequently criticized for contributing to biodiver-
sity loss and driving land use change that affects both 
biodiversity and greenhouse gas emissions.14 The risk 
to endangered species from agricultural production—
whether linked to trade or to domestic consump-
tion—is a real and pressing problem. Investigation 
of this issue must consider not just the specific links 
between trade and species loss, but also the poten-
tial land use gains from trade: trade allows for sourc-
ing products more efficiently, reducing the total 
demand for land in agriculture by encouraging pro-
duction in the most efficient areas. However, by 
expanding markets, trade can influence the extent 
and pace of adverse environmental impacts.

Two well-studied examples illustrate the prob-
lem of biodiversity externalities. The slaughter of 
30 million bison in the United States in the 1870s 
was driven by tanning innovations in Europe and a 
consequent booming demand for hide exports.15 
With no conservation policy in place in the United 
States, foreign demand clearly contributed to the 
near-extinction of this iconic animal. However, sup-
pressing international trade in hides would only have 

Figure 2  Water and fertilizer content embedded in international trade
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retarded the slaughter very slightly, as American 
tanners were rapidly learning the new techniques. 
Even a ban on hide exports would merely have 
resulted in exports of leather and other products, 
with the slaughter continuing in the absence of con-
servation policy. Only public and private conserva-
tion efforts,rather than trade restrictions, ultimately 
ensured the survival of the bison.16

Over a century later, a debate has arisen about a 
similar problem driven by the EU’s demand for veg-
etable oil to feed its biodiesel policies. These pol-
icies have increased demand for palm oil and led 
to expansion of palm plantations in some parts of 
Southeast Asia, where land and environmental gov-
ernance are weak. The resulting deforestation and 
peatland degradation has led to loss of biodiversity, 
including iconic species like the orangutan, and to 
massive greenhouse gas emissions.17 Even if the EU 
biofuel policies are not the main driver of the palm 
plantation expansion, policy debates have been 
fierce since the EU policy has aggravated the envi-
ronmental damage. In addressing such issues, it is 
more important to address the root cause—weak 
land and biodiversity governance in Southeast Asia—
rather than restrict trade.

Unhealthy diets. Health impacts present a simi-
lar policy challenge. Human nutrition is complex, 
and people often make choices that are not in their 
long-term interests. New, tasty, energy-dense, or 
ultraprocessed foods, often heavily promoted, attract 
many consumers. The adverse health outcomes, such 
as obesity and diabetes, only become apparent with 
time. If the new food is foreign, a frequent response is 
to call for a ban on imports of the good, such as Fiji’s 
ban on imports of high-fat mutton “flaps.”18

Identifying the source of the nutritional problem 
is critical to selecting the right response. Such anal-
ysis has been done for related issues, including the 
health burden of some agricultural products, nota-
bly tobacco.19 Import bans may not significantly 
reduce consumption, even if the problematic com-
modity was originally introduced through interna-
tional trade, because domestic substitutes emerge. 
If domestic substitutes become available at a sim-
ilar cost, restricting trade will not solve the health 
or nutritional problem. By encouraging domes-
tic production, trade restrictions may also create 
a powerful domestic lobby opposed to efforts to 
reduce consumption.

In complex situations like these, the “assign-
ment principle” states that we should target each 
goal with the policy that most directly affects it.20 
For example, to cut sugar consumption to reduce 
obesity-related diseases such as type-2 diabetes, we 
should focus on policies that directly address sugar 
consumption. If the problem is that consumers lack 
information about the effects of the good, then pro-
vision of information is likely the best policy. And if 
the good has addictive properties that make it diffi-
cult for people to give up, even when informed of its 
attributes? Perhaps consider taxes that will reduce 
the risk of people becoming addicted. We know 
that policies that raise the price of sugar—either con-
sumption taxes or import duties—will reduce con-
sumption. The assignment principle favors the tax 
rather than an import duty, because it affects con-
sumption alone, without creating collateral damage 
by stimulating domestic production.

UNDERSTANDING TRADE RESTRICTIONS

Trade barriers create economic losses by encour-
aging costly production of goods that could be 
purchased on world markets for less and discour-
aging efficient production of goods that could be 
sold at a profit on world markets. A tax on imports, 
which stimulates production of import-competing 
goods, functions as an equivalent tax on exports, 
reducing exports in line with imports—it does not 
create the trade surplus frequently anticipated by 
proponents of protection.21 If trade policies are to 
be used to raise revenue, a strong argument exists 
for using relatively low and uniform rates of tar-
iff protection. Trade regimes using high rates of 
protection, or variable rates of protection across 
commodities or across time, create much higher 
costs than low and uniform rates—a 10 percent tar-
iff is 100 times as costly, in terms of welfare, as a 
1 percent tariff. So why do countries restrict agri-
cultural trade?

Several arguments for high levels of protection, 
or taxation, of agriculture have been offered, includ-
ing the terms-of-trade argument; the infant industry 
argument; the income redistribution argument; and 
a number of arguments for “active” protection rates 
that change over time, usually to stabilize domes-
tic prices. Political economy explanations of trade 
restrictions look at the role of organizational and 
political factors.
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Terms of trade. Larger countries may be able to 
improve the price of imports relative to exports—
their terms of trade—by lowering the prices of their 
imports or raising the prices of exports. However, 
these gains come at the expense of their trading 
partners, who will pay more or earn less; it will gen-
erally be possible to make both these countries and 
their trading partners better off by lowering these 
barriers. This builds an argument for trade negoti-
ations to lower barriers, rather than for use of trade 
barriers, since retaliation and noncooperative out-
comes lead to lose-lose situations, both at the mul-
tilateral and bilateral level and for both import and 
export restrictions.22

Infant industries. Surprisingly, the infant indus-
try argument is sometimes used to justify protec-
tion for agricultural products. Proponents argue that 
inferior technology prevents developing countries 
from competing against established producers in 
developed countries, and that protection is needed 
to foster the growth of new industries. Protection 
is provided through export taxes on raw products. 
This is the flip side of the argument made in devel-
oped countries that they cannot compete because 
of low wages in developing countries. The prob-
lem with both of these arguments is the failure to 
recognize that they are two sides of the same coin. 
Developed countries have higher wages because 
their productivity—in a range of sectors—is higher 
than in developing countries. Developing countries 
hold a comparative advantage—and will be success-
ful exporters—in those sectors where their produc-
tivity is higher relative to other potential export 
sectors (the theory of comparative advantage, out-
lined above). Infant industry protection for agri-
cultural processing activities does not create an 
incentive to increase productivity, but rather enables 
low-productivity firms to stay in business.23 This pro-
tection also frequently hurts poor agricultural pro-
ducers such as cotton growers, who receive lower 
prices for their products.

Redistribution. Another common argument for 
protection is that it can redistribute income. In rich 
countries, which tend to import labor-intensive 
goods, using trade protection to raise the price of 
these goods may raise wages relative to the returns 
to capital. Protectionist policies have occasionally 
been justified in this way.24 In developing countries, 

however, imports tend to be capital intensive and 
protection against imports will tend to raise the 
returns to capital relative to labor, meaning that 
incomes will fall, with implications for food and 
nutrition security.

Volatility. Active or variable trade policies in agri-
culture are sometimes implemented to reduce 
domestic impacts of world price volatility. Yet devel-
oping country markets can be destabilized by 
domestic shocks, such as drought, and suffer high 
domestic price volatility even when international 
markets are calm.25 Global food markets have lower 
volatility in the long run than most country markets 
because the impact of supply and demand shocks 
is spread across multiple markets. In addition, trade 
connects the two hemispheres, which have differ-
ent planting and harvesting periods, further reduc-
ing global volatility. Policy interventions through 
variable tariffs and export restrictions are attrac-
tive to individual countries, but increase volatility 
in world market prices by reducing export supplies 
and increasing import demand when world prices 
rise. Once this is considered, we see these tools are 
not effective in reducing the volatility of domestic 
prices or in sheltering the poor from the impacts of 
higher prices.26 Moreover, poorly calculated policy 
interventions in many low-income countries increase 
domestic price volatility. For example, use of export 
bans to ensure availability of food during the 2015–
2016 El Niño event in southern Africa resulted in 
price volatility, as the supply outlook changed after 
the bans went into effect.

Political economy. The most widely accepted 
explanation for the high levels of intervention 
seen in many agricultural markets is related to the 
redistribution argument. Some sectors are able to 
organize at relatively low cost and to exert strong 
pressure on governments for interventions that 
raise the prices of their outputs and/or lower the 
cost of their inputs.27 This explains the tendency 
for agricultural production to be taxed in poor 
countries and subsidized in rich countries.28 In 
poor countries, farmers are numerous and widely 
dispersed, while urban consumers care deeply 
about the price of food and are few enough to be 
readily organized. As incomes grow, the number 
of farmers declines sharply, and urban consumers 
become both more numerous and less concerned 
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about the price of food. The result is low (or neg-
ative) protection for agriculture in poor countries 
and high protection in rich countries. This politi-
cal economy model explains the current high lev-
els of farm support in the United States, the EU, 
and Japan.29 It also helps explain the rise of agri-
cultural protectionism in the late 19th century. For 
instance, the German “iron and rye” tariff of 1879 
was Chancellor Otto von Bismarck’s response 
to political pressure from Prussian Junkers hurt 
by falling transportation costs and the resulting 
decline in European grain prices.30

ENSURING SUSTAINABLE 
TRADE LIBERALIZATION

As shown, the merits of trade for strengthening 
food and nutrition security are clear. Self-sufficiency 
is costly and likely to put food security at risk. But 
this is not a call for laissez-faire. Market and pol-
icy imperfections can be alleviated by appropri-
ate interventions, and movement toward free trade 
needs to be backed by active policies and strong 
institutions to guarantee cooperative behavior and 
coordination. International trade can be an import-
ant catalyst: it can support and accelerate eco-
nomic growth, diffusion of agricultural production 
technology, and reallocation in food consumption 
and production patterns. But opening to trade has 
both benefits and costs, and generates winners 
and losers. In the presence of incomplete markets 
(for example, no pricing for carbon or biodiversity), 
poor resource governance, and externalities, it can 
be tempting to limit trade, switching off the catalyst 
instead of addressing the root causes of economic, 
health, or environmental problems. When consid-
ering policy in this situation, the assignment prin-
ciple suggests that policies should be targeted at 
production when that is the source of the problem 
(for example, biodiversity loss or emissions) or at 
consumption (overnutrition or poor access to food) 
when that is the root of the problem. Important rec-
ommendations include:

Address inequality and volatility with safety 
nets. Investing in human capital and social safety 
nets is an important way to tackle the impacts of 
shocks, whether from trade reform or other events. 
With improvements in biometric identification, it has 
become much easier to target safety nets to ben-
eficiaries with particular nutritional needs, such as 
low-income mothers of young children. Smart pol-
icy solutions will protect the population (consumers 
and producers) through direct support, rather than 
exporting problems to their neighbors.

Address environmental impacts with resource 
management policies. When looking at environ-
mental issues, policies targeting trade rather than 
production, such as log export bans, are frequently 
ineffective in dealing with the market failures that 
lead to environmental damage.31 Likewise, dealing 
with biodiversity problems requires an approach 
that mainstreams good management of resources 
and maintenance of diversity into production.32

Address overnutrition with education. To tackle 
the nutrition challenges that arise with rapid income 
increases and growing consumption, and our human 
preference for rich, high-calorie foods, governments 
should focus on providing information and con-
sumer education. Banning or limiting trade is likely 
to promote smuggling and other illegal or unmon-
itored activities leading to worse outcomes, such 
as higher prices and violation of sanitary and phy-
tosanitary norms, creating serious health risks for 
national food systems on both the consumer and 
producer sides.

Today, the world is facing global challenges, 
including climate change and a growing population, 
that cannot be solved uniquely with local solutions, 
but will need strong global institutions and gover-
nance based on cooperation. These institutions must 
ensure that international trade continues to con-
tribute to the peaceful redistribution of wealth and 
resources among nations, fostering development, 
and playing a key role in achieving food security.
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“Global improvements 
in food and nutrition 

security under an open 
and inclusive trade 

regime have contributed 
to falling levels of 

undernourishment, 
better nutrition and 

greater dietary diversity, 
and overall economic 

development.” 


