Report  - Special Session of the Human Rights Council on Food Crisis

Geneva, 22 May 2008

Paulo de Tarso Lugon Arantes, as LRWC’s representative, attended the Special Session of the Human Rights Council (HRC) on the world food crisis and draws the following observations:

The Cuban delegation called for a special meeting of the Human Rights Council to discuss and address the current world food crisis, which affects disproportionately the individuals in the poorest countries. In its written statement, the delegation presented the related statistics, indicating the price increase and supply decrease, particularly in the poorest countries. A draft resolution was proposed, mainly calling on member states to participate in the negotiation process, requesting the Special Rapporteur on the Right to Food to follow-up on the issue and requesting the UN agencies to join in this effort.

The Presidency of the Human Rights Council, currently held by Greece, started welcoming the initiative and the presence of the UN member States.

Following the HRC’s president, Ms. Louise Arbour, the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights welcomed the session and stressed that:

· the current crisis stems from a perverse convergence of several factors, including distortions in supply and demand, unfair trade policies and skewed policies related to unsound incentives and subsidies;

· this crisis reinforces long-entrenched patterns of discrimination and exclusion that have prevented the most vulnerable from claiming their rightful access to food in the first place;

· the HRC can support national efforts to monitor the implementation of the right to food and freedom from hunger, through its Periodical Review process.

The Special Rapporteur on the Right to Food, Mr. Olivier De Schutter, gave his statement, summarized as follows:

· He was grateful that a first dedicated session ever on a economic, social and cultural right was held at the HRC;

· He welcomed a thematic approach rather than country or region-oriented;

· The current crisis should not be seen as requiring only individual State obligations alone, but also international cooperation, including between food importing and food exporting countries, the issue of export bans, technical cooperation, fair competition and the re-thinking of agriculture subsidies;

· The current food crisis is not related to any natural calamity, but is a man-made disaster, which entails responsibilities in both domestic and international laws;

· On the related State obligations, he referred to the Convention on Economic and Social Rights General Comment No. 12: “The Right to Food”, explaining that States are under the duties to respect, protect and fulfill. International cooperation is included in the duty to fulfil;

· The current food crisis requires short, mid, and long term measures, which should be combined in order to alleviate the acute problem and avoid repetition in the future;

The Special Rapporteur underscored the difference between man-made and natural disaster, in that with the former, it is possible to change the chain of causation through specific acts or abstentions by duty-holders, by State agents and private actors.

He observed that the current increase of global prices of food benefits some producers, at least those which are well connected to the markets, and may encourage the private sector to pay more attention to the need to invest in agriculture. This represents a massive threat for many more, including a great number of small farmers, poor communities and the least developed regions.

The issue of food is directly interrelated to the enjoyment of other fundamental rights, including the right to education, where vulnerable groups, like girls, are the most affected ones.

The Special Rapporteur also criticized the devastating effect of sacrificing food  agricultural efforts to fuel production, particularly growing corn for ethanol. 

In conclusion, the Rapporteur proposed that a human rights perspective is to be integrated into the agriculture approach. Therefore, stake-holders should plan for  poverty reduction strategies, climate change, as well as new sources of energy.

After these addresses, State members of the HRC intervened. The following statements are worthy mentioning: 

-  The Slovenian Ambassador, on behalf of the European Union, welcomed the session and reinforced the need to increase food production and productivity, including the support of small-scale agriculture, agricultural sustainability and safety food nets;

· The Dutch delegation proposed to address the situation through specific legal responsibilities, by both State and private actors;

· The Brazilian delegation vehemently opposed the Special Rapporteur’s call for a moratorium in the production of biofuels, particularly the ones produced out of sugar cane;

· The Indian delegation, in opposition to the Brazilian counterpart and supported the Rapporteur’s call for the moratorium;

· The Swiss delegation called for a human rights approach to the current food crisis, proposing a task force to alleviate the food crisis and avoid its repetition;

At the end of the Session, the Special Rapporteur thanked all interventions and looked forward the discussions at the FAO meeting, held in Italy on the 5 of June 2008.

Relevant documents of this session can be provided. Please contact via email: ptlugon@terra.com.br

