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Abstract:

Ethics is concerned with norms of conduct, whether for persons, states, organizations, or other kinds of actors. In relation to public policy, ethical issues are problematic questions about what action should be taken by governmental agencies in particular kinds of situations relating to the public interest.

The globalization of food and agriculture means that decisions made in one place are likely to have widespread impacts. Thus, there are not only separate national food and agriculture systems, but also a global system with its own dynamics. This global system needs to be studied, and it needs to be managed through appropriate measures of global governance.

A core ethical principle in public policymaking is that those who are likely to be affected by particular policies should have an opportunity to participate in their formulation. Meaningful participation is also a key element of good governance. Thus, to move toward good governance with regard to global issues relating to food and agriculture, it would be useful to create regularized institutional arrangements for carrying out dialogues among the concerned parties, with a view to formulating appropriate normative guidelines for dealing with these issues.


I. INTRODUCTION

In 2000, FAO Director-General Jacques Diouf established an independent Panel of Eminent Experts on Ethics in Food and Agriculture. Its mandate is to examine key ethical issues in food and agriculture, and to help raise the level of public awareness and debate. The panel, meeting for the first time at FAO headquarters in Rome in September 2000, agreed to focus initially on issues related to biotechnologies and genetically modified organisms. In the following year it released its study on Ethical Issues in Food and Agriculture (FAO Ethics 2001 a), and also its study on Genetically Modified Organisms, Consumers, Food Safety, and the Environment (FAO Ethics 2001b).

At its second meeting, held in Rome in March 2002, the panel decided to request an overview study on the ethical dimensions of the globalization of food and agriculture. This is that study. It was agreed that it would be framed as follows:

The approach is to be based on the premise that ethical issues are about decisions for action relating to the public interest that are difficult to make. They may be difficult because they are about uncertainties within particular parties (dilemmas) or differences in preferences between parties (conflicts). The ultimate task is to find agreed principles to guide action relating to the ethical issue at hand.

This introduction is followed by three sections that lay out a conceptual framework characterizing the ethical dimensions of the globalization of food and agriculture. An illustrative analysis of food trade is then presented to show how the interests of different groups conflict, both within countries and globally. Section VI suggests that the conflicts underlying ethical issues can be addressed through structured dialogue designed to formulate agreed normative principles for the management of the issues of concern. Section VII shows that this sort of broadly participatory dialogue can serve as the beginning of the democratic global governance that is required to address these global issues.


II. ETHICAL DIMENSIONS

There are many different understandings of ethics. The online Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy says, “The field of ethics, also called moral philosophy, involves systematizing, defending, and recommending concepts of right and wrong behavior (Internet Encyclopedia 2003). As the World Health Organization put it, “ethics are norms of conduct for individuals and for societies (WHO 2002a, p. 24).”

The following are widely accepted normative principles in applied ethics:

•	Personal benefit: acknowledge the extent to which an action produces beneficial consequences for the individual in question.
•	Social benefit: acknowledge the extent to which an action produces beneficial consequences for society.
•	Principle of benevolence: help those in need.
•	Principle of paternalism: assist others in pursuing their best interests when they cannot do so themselves.
•	Principle of harm: do not harm others.
•	Principle of honesty: do not deceive others.
•	Principle of lawfulness: do not violate the law.
•	Principle of autonomy: acknowledge a person’s freedom over his/her actions or physical body.
•	Principle of justice: acknowledge a persons right to due process, fair compensation for harm done, and fair distribution of benefits.
•	Rights: acknowledge a person’s rights to life, information, privacy, free expression, and safety (Internet Encyclopedia 2003).

Principles of ethics may be applied to help make decisions, and to critically assess decisions that have already been made. They may be used not only by individual persons but also by states, international agencies, nongovernmental organizations, and other kinds of parties as well.

As we see from these illustrative principles, ethical issues are other-regarding. That is, they are particularly concerned with the impacts of one’s actions on others. Where there is no identified “other”, there is no ethical analysis. “Bare” policy questions typically ask, “which choice of action would be best”, understood to mean, “best for us”. The ethical question is: “which choice of action would be good for us, while also taking account of its effect on others and on the environment?”

Ethics raises questions not only about what decision should be made, but also about how decisions should be made. One widely accepted ethical principle is that those who are likely to be affected by a decision ought to have an opportunity to participate in making that decision. Ethics is concerned not only with outcomes but also with processes.

An ethical response to public issues means taking responsibility for public action. This includes taking responsibility for inaction. Many people suffer because of bad things that governments do, but far more suffer because of the good things that governments fail to do.

In relation to public policy, ethical issues are problematic questions about what action should be taken by governmental agencies in particular kinds of situations relating to the public interest. They are problematic in the sense that there is ongoing uncertainty or dispute about what should be done. Often, public policy issues are problematic because there are difficulties in accommodating the interests of different groups. My decision as to whether I should produce and eat genetically modified foods would not raise serious ethical issues insofar as it affected only me. However, if I am in a position to decide whether to manufacture genetically modified organisms or to allow imports of genetically modified organisms into my country, I am facing an ethical question because the choice of action would affect the larger public.

We should speak of publics, in the plural. Being sensitive to the ethical dimensions of public policy questions means being sensitive to the ways in which policies are likely to impact different kinds of groups: producers, marketers, consumers, the poor, the hungry, ethnic and other minorities, and so on. The calculus of policymaking must weigh impacts on various others
and well as on oneself. It is particularly important for the strong to take account of the impacts of their actions on the weak.

The environment may be viewed as a special kind of “other” that may be affected by one’s policies. Attention must be given to the importance of sustainability of food production, processing, and marketing operations. Taking a “deep ecology” perspective, it is also important to respect the integrity of the environment for its own sake, and not only for the instrumental value of natural resources in serving human purposes.

Ethical principles may be derived from various sources, and may be expressed in a variety of different formats. They may show up in statements of religious doctrine (the bible, the Koran), moral codes (e.g., the Ten Commandments), law, codes of conduct, and other forms. With regard to issues of public policy, one of the most important forms of expression of widely accepted ethical principles is human rights:

Human rights refer to an internationally agreed upon set of principles and norms embodied in international legal instruments. These international human rights principles and norms are the result of deep and long-standing negotiations among Member States on a range of fundamental issues (WHO 2002a, p. 24).

Human rights law is based on widely accepted international agreements about the rights of individual persons and the correlative obligations of states. The Universal Declaration of Human Rights of 1948, the international human rights covenants and treaties, and the subsequent elaborations and interpretations of these documents through protocols, General Comments, and other means set out the agreed framework.

Ethical principles and methods are important for dealing with issues that have not yet been addressed by human rights law and principles:

Ethics is particularly useful in areas of practice where human rights do not provide a definite answer, for example, in new and emerging areas where human rights law has not been applied or codified, such as human cloning (WHO 2002a, p. 24).

Since they are not concrete, immediate problems, but rather generic problems of a particular form, the appropriate response to ethical issues is the articulation of agreed principles or guidelines that help one to make decisions about action in those kinds of cases. Ethical dilemmas are addressed through the clear articulation of appropriative normative frameworks, whether in the form of principles, guidelines, codes of conducts, agreements, or law. This study suggests a systematic approach toward the formulation of principles guiding action relating to ethical issues concerning food and agriculture.

Normative frameworks may be formulated for any of the relevant actors, including individuals in their roles as consumers, parents, workers, etc.; government agencies; civil society organizations; farmers; business enterprises; international governmental organizations; and the international community taken as a whole. For global issues, the primary responsibility lies with governmental agencies at every level, for it is they who take the leading role in setting out, administering, and enforcing norms for all other parties. Dealing with ethical issues relating to the globalization of food and agriculture means raising questions of governance. How should governmental agencies of various types and levels manage our concerns relating to food and agriculture?

The significance of ethical thinking with regard to food and agriculture can be illustrated by cases in which there is inadequate sensitivity to the well being of others. For example, a national survey of the U.S. public asked, “If the U.S. could buy all its food from other countries cheaper than it can be produced and sold here, should we?” The authors elaborated, saying they wanted to investigate “How does globalization affect us as Americans? How does globalization affect the food we eat, the communities where we live, and our quality of life (Wimberley 2003)?” There was no sign of interest in how the U.S. buying its food from other countries might affect the well being of people in those countries. This was ethically insensitive.

In some cases the failure to recognize the presence of others is more indirect. For example, some groups (e.g., NFPA 2003; Wimberley 2003) define food security as equivalent to food safety. Though probably not deliberate, this has the effect of bypassing concern for the adequacy of the supply of food for the poor, whether in one’s own country or elsewhere.

At times relevant “others” are recognized, but not in a way that responds to the requirements of the situation. For example, many years ago, U.S. Secretary of Agriculture John Block asserted that the “idea that developing countries should feed themselves is an anachronism from a bygone era. They could better ensure their food security by relying on US agricultural products, which are available, in most cases at much lower costs (Ecologist 1993).” While this did show concern for food needs in poor countries, it showed little sensitivity for the fact that many of the people of poor countries are small-scale food producers themselves. If their governments turned to imports as the primary means for supplying food, they might not have the means to purchase the food. The senator might have thought that these inefficient producers should go into other unemployment, but there might not be any available to them. These individuals may be small-scale food producers not because they like doing that, but because they have no alternatives.

The secretary’s comment also was insensitive to the fact that people, like countries, ought to have a certain amount of independence, and there is a need to maintain diversity in the world. The steady trend toward centralization in the world’s food system is a trend toward homogenization and also a trend toward increasing consolidation of control in fewer and fewer hands. The secretary might have been more sensitive to this if he were to contemplate the possibility of centralization in a country other than this own.


III. GLOBALIZATION

There are many ethical issues relating to food and agriculture. Our concern here is with those relating to the globalization of food and agriculture. At its second session, FAO’s Panel of Eminent Experts on Ethics in Food and Agriculture characterized economic globalization in food and agriculture:

The main features are the expansion of foreign private investment in agriculture, food processing and marketing, to a large extent but not only through transnational corporations and an increasing international trade in food facilitated by the reduction in trade barriers (FAO Ethics 2003).

These economic dimensions are linked with political, cultural and other dimensions of globalization as well. Fast food, for example, is growing rapidly not only as a result of trade and foreign investment, but also because of cultural transmission. In some cases, the significant imports are methods of production and marketing, rather than food itself Broadly, we can say that food and agriculture issues are global when decisions relating to food and agriculture made in one country have impacts in many other countries. In some cases the linkages are direct, as in the cases of trade and investment. In other cases the linkages are more indirect, as in the globalization of food cultures through the influence of mass media and the tendency toward widespread adoption of particular lifestyles.

The decision-making centers in this globalization process are not dispersed, but are increasingly concentrated, controlled by small numbers of people, corporations, and organizations. These changes bring benefit to some and harm to others. The benefits result largely from the concentration of power, and the harms result from local people’s loss of control over their own life circumstances.

While there are some global overviews (e.g., FAO 2002a), analyses of food and agriculture usually focus on the situation within particular countries. This orientation to the country as the appropriate unit of analysis showed up clearly at recent high-level discussions of the measurement of and assessment of food deprivation:

Data are not collected for the purpose of feeding a worldwide data-base or for monitoring a worldwide target. Rather, information collection is always directed at solving particular problems in a country. . . .

. . . even though this was a session on “international perspective”, very quickly we were called back to recognize that what is important is not the worldwide objectives, but rather what happens at the country level. While on the international level information is useful for advocacy, monitoring or resource allocation, the country perspective is most important; it is here that real action can be achieved (FAO 2002c, p. 64).

There has always been some recognition of the global connections, in studies of world trade, for example, but comparatively little attention has been given to the global whole as a distinct system. There is limited appreciation of the fact that there is a global food and agriculture system that has its own distinct characteristics and dynamics. Data are published on food production, exports, imports, and consumption, but there are few substantial broad-scale analyses of the role of corporations and foreign direct investment, or of the distribution of economic and nutritional benefits associated with the patterns of production, exports, imports, and consumption. Little is said about patterns of control, and of the trends in consolidation of control over time.

There has been some useful descriptive work on the global system of food and agriculture, but little critical diagnostic work. There should be deeper examination of aspects of the global system such as:

•	the steady decline of traditional food production, and its consequences;
•	the steady concentration in control over production and marketing;
•	the net flow of food from poorer countries to richer countries;
•	the lack of sustainability of some kinds of production, not only locally but also globally, as illustrated by the rapid depletion of large fish in the world’s oceans;
•	the role of corporations, and the need for greater transparency in their operations;
•	the need to find ways to deal decisively with hunger at the global level;
•	the inadequacy of international assistance in dealing with complex humanitarian emergencies;
•	the obligations of the international community in regard to the human right to adequate food.

The globalization of food and agriculture has both positive and negative characteristics, with impacts that fall differently on different groups of people. These illustrative propositions raise questions of fact and also questions of how these facts should be interpreted.

There are needs for better description and explanation of the global food and agriculture system in order to make it more visible. Beyond that, there is also a need for more attention to the question of what should be done about managing it. To the extent that the global system of food and agriculture has been recognized, it has been examined as if from a distance, as if it were a part of nature, beyond deliberate human control.

The global system has been neglected partly because of the premise that national governments are the only legitimate actors. They tend to look inward rather than outward. This preoccupation with action at the nation-state level has been due, in part, to the system of international relations that has been in place since the middle of the seventeenth century, a system founded on the principle of state sovereignty. As a result, there is little institutional capacity for decision-making and action at the global level.

There have been many global initiatives with respect to food and agriculture since the 1 970s, up to and including the 1996 World Food Summit’s Declaration and Plan of Action for sharply reducing malnutrition by 2015. Other initiatives such as the Global Compact (Global Compact 2003) and the Millennium Development Goals (HDR 2003) have substantial relevance to food and agriculture issues. However, these are regularly seen as issues that must be addressed by national governments, with little more than an advisory role for the international community (WHO 2003). The World Trade Organization’s Agreement on Agriculture has taken some tentative steps toward addressing agriculture issues from a global perspective, but without giving adequate attention to trade’s implications for food security. Many are treated as technical issues, giving little explicit attention to the conflicting interests of different parties. While the visions driving these initiatives have been large, they have not fully grasped the need for new institutional arrangements for the global governance of food and agriculture.


IV. FOOD AND AGRICULTURE

Following the first article of FAO’s constitution, “agriculture” is taken here to include fisheries, marine products, forestry and primary forestry products. The products of agriculture include not only food but also other sorts of products such as cotton, flowers, tobacco, and lumber. A good deal of agriculture production is devoted to feed for animals rather than food for direct human consumption. This includes production not only for livestock but also for pets. Some nominal foods may be used for non-food purposes, as is the case when corn is used to produce ethanol for fuel.

This study covers food as well as agriculture. Much of the food consumed in the richer countries of the world is manufactured food. It is packaged and branded, and has only remote linkages to the farms or fisheries at which the ingredients originated. Much of its economic value is added after it leaves the farm gate. In the poorer countries, much of the food never goes through any marketplace, but is consumed directly by the producers or shared locally. Subsistence food production, foods harvested in nature, and breastmilk generally are not marketed, and thus generally fail to show up in official records.

Historically, food and agriculture policies have tended to focus on the interests of producers, especially large-scale producers. However, food has consumption value as well as commodity value. Given the magnitude and persistence of food insecurity in the world, there is a need for clear policy on food as food, and not simply as another commodity to be marketed. As specified by the World Food Summit in 1996, “Food security exists when all people, at all times, have physical and economic access to sufficient, safe and nutritious food to meet their dietary needs and food preferences for an active and healthy life.”


V. THE EXAMPLE OF FOOD TRADE

International trade in food and agriculture products affects many different parties, and also the environment. It raises ethical issues related to food safety, environmental impacts, distribution of benefits, market access, etc. International food trade raises especially deep ethical issues with regard to food security. Those who control food trade should give particular attention to the impact of that trade on those who are most susceptible to food insecurity.

Many observers believe that the best way to assure food security throughout the world is to reduce the impediments to world trade in food and agriculture products. One version of this is reflected in former U.S. Secretary of Agriculture Block’s view, cited earlier, that developing countries should be encouraged to obtain their food from the United States. Today, the more common perspective is that trade liberalization will strengthen agriculture, and thus food security, everywhere.

While globalization in general and trade liberalization in particular may do a lot of people a lot of good, at the same time it also does harm to others. Weak groups are often hurt by patterns of trade, debt servicing, and structural adjustment. Pointing to steadily widening gaps between rich
and poor, many observers argue that the economic system that advantages the strong disadvantages the weak, making them even more vulnerable.

Most international food trade takes place among the richer countries of the world. Only a small share of world food trade is among poorer countries. There is, however, a substantial amount of trade between poor countries and rich countries. In this trade between rich and poor, there is a net flow of food from poorer countries to richer countries. The developed countries import more than they export, while the developing countries export more than they import. The poor feed the rich.

Is this problematic? Market advocates point out that poor countries are paid for this food, and they would not engage in this production and export of food unless they saw it as advantageous. Moreover...

•	A large share of the international trade in food products is comprised of high value products that are of little interest to consumers in the poorer countries.
•	Most food trade is among developed countries. The net flow of food from developing to developed countries is relatively small.
•	Foreign exchange earnings from the export of high value food products can be used to import much larger volumes of low cost foods, with a large net nutritional gain.
•	There is no systematic evidence that export-oriented countries suffer from higher levels of malnutrition.
•	Food exports yield substantial foreign exchange earnings for the exporting countries.

Critics raise different points:

•	Food exports can lead to declining food security in poor exporting countries.
•	Export-oriented food production diverts labor and capital way from production for local communities.
•	Although earnings from exports can be used to import cheap food for those most in need, often they are not used that way. The poor are not the ones who decide how foreign exchange earnings are spent.
•	Central governments promote export orientation in order to increase foreign currency holdings and thus enhance their power.
•	The benefits of trade between trading partners of uneven power are distributed unevenly, with the result that the gap between them widens steadily.
•	Excessive production for foreign markets can lead to environmental damage, particularly in monoculture plantation operations
•	Excessive promotion of exports can lead to weakening commodity prices, to the disadvantage of exporting countries.

Poor countries face problems not only with regard to prices but also with regard to overall
volumes. The liberalization of trade increases both imports and exports, but in recent years,
“for almost all developing countries, imports expanded faster than exports, resulting in a
deterioration of their trade balance (UNCTAD 2002, p. 51).” This is true with regard to trade generally, and it is true with regard to food and agriculture in particular. For many developing countries, imports grow faster than exports (FAO 2000).

When poor countries do export, the volumes and prices of their exports might not be good indicators of the extent to which the people of those countries draw economic benefit from the trade. Many export-oriented food production operations in poor countries are owned by people from rich countries. Much of what appears on the books as income to poor countries may only be passing through.

Many poor countries agree that free trade could be advantageous to them, but feel that the rich countries have shown an “unwillingness to level the competitive playing field”. The poor countries are obligated to reduce their barriers to imports through structural adjustment programs and pressures through the World Trade Organization. The rich countries subsidize their farmers, and dump their underpriced products into poor countries. This dumping undermines the farmers of poor countries in their local markets. At the same time the rich countries have devised various means for blocking imports from poor countries. Many have come to see this as “The Rigged Trade Game” (New York Times 2003). The rich countries’ subsidies for their farmers and their skewed application of free trade principles are ethically questionable because these policies are adopted with little regard for their impact on poor countries.

In some ways, both the advocates and the critics of export-oriented food production are correct. Increasing foreign exchange earnings is of particular interest to governments and to the richer people within poor countries. When a country shifts to increasing export-orientation in its food production operations, the benefits are likely to shift from poorer toward richer people within the country. Increasing export orientation can result in a net gain of benefits to the country as a whole, but a net loss to the poor. In principle it is possible to compensate for this negative effect with transfer payments to those who are harmed. The difficulty is that the poor, being politically weak, have little ability to press for such payments.

Increases in food exports can lead to declines in per capita supply of food in several ways. In some cases, it could be a simple matter of redirecting products that had been consumed locally to buyers abroad who are willing to pay more for the products. Often, however, the linkages between exports and domestic supplies are more complicated than that. The exports may be products like, say, shrimp, coffee, or seed cotton for which there is little demand in the exporting country. But there may be a linkage in that resources that previously had been used to produce for local consumption are now devoted to production for export. Or it may be that the government, interested in increasing its foreign exchange, invests far more of its energy and resources into promoting export production than into promoting food production for local consumers.

International trade may be a good means for generating wealth, but it is usually not a good means for providing basic food for the poor. Traded food generally is too expensive.

The division between international trade’s advocates and its critics can be understood in terms of two connected points:

•	markets do not benefit everyone equally, but benefit mainly the rich and powerful, and

•	strategies of self-sufficiency do not benefit everyone equally, but benefit mainly the poor and weak.

This explains why the strongest advocates of free trade are the rich, and the strongest advocates of self-sufficiency are the poor and their friends. Strategies of self-sufficiency protect the weak from potentially exploitative relationships with those who are stronger. (This analysis draws on Kent 2002.)

If international trade, as a system, regularly contributes to the widening of the gap between the rich and the poor, there must be some obligations of the international community, taken as a whole, to correct or compensate for that phenomenon. As FAO’s ethics panel put it:

The international community, through its institutions and organizations, must recognize its duties to offset the negative consequences of globalization in a very unequal playing field, and to advance conditions which generate equal opportunity for all (FAO Ethics 2003).

One option would be to look for alternatives to trade as we know it, such as fair trade schemes. Another approach would be to preserve the present system, but provide various forms of protection and compensation for the very poor. Adapting the model followed within many developed countries, there could be a system of global taxation, and transfer payments from top to the bottom, to create a kind of safety net, assuring that there is some level below which human dignity is not permitted to fall.

Clearly, there are conflicting interests among different parties with regard to trade in food and agricultural products. There are two major lines of response to these issues. One is the World Trade Organization’s work on trade in agricultural products, and another is the development of the human right to adequate food through the United Nations human rights system.

The WTO takes the lead responsibility at the global level for the management of all trade, include agricultural trade. Its primary mandate is trade liberalization, based on the steady reduction of tariffs and other barriers to free trade. The WTO’s Agreement on Agriculture encourages the use of less “trade-distorting” domestic support policies to maintain the rural economy. Domestic support measures for food security and other matters are acceptable so long as they have a minimal impact on trade. The WTO calls for steady reduction of subsidies on agricultural products that are exported. The dominant objective is increased market orientation in agricultural trade, with a view to achieving improved predictability and stability for both importers and exporters (A0A 2003).

The Agreement on Agriculture says little about food security. WTO’s views of food security are
indicated in a study on WTO Agreements & Public Health (WHO 2002b). Its section on Food
Security and Nutrition (pp. 124-127) adopts the definition of food security formulated at the
World Food Summit of 1996. It then draws a distinction:

National food security is the ability of a country to secure an adequate total supply of food to meet the nutritional needs of its population at all times, through domestic production, food imports and/or the temporary use of national food stocks.

Household food security is the ability of a household to security reliable access to enough food for its members at all times, through its own production (subsistence), market purchases, use of its own stocks and/or public provision.

This definition of national food security speaks about the ability, rather than the fact, of obtaining an adequate supply of food. At a technical level, most countries have the capacity to assure that all their people have enough food, but in many cases they do not get enough because policymakers hold other matters in higher priority. Focusing on ability overlooks the important issue of political will.

In many countries the food insecurity problem is not one of total supply of food, but of the skewed distribution of the supply that is available. The total supply of food in the world is quite plentiful, but we would not on that basis suggest that all the people of the world are food secure. It would be more useful to say that national food security exists when all households, and indeed, all individuals, are food secure. This would then conform to the basic definition of food security.

The WHO-WTO authors decided that because of its complexity, they would not discuss household food security, and would instead focus only on national food security. They then assert, “National food security is a concern primarily in countries which rely on imports of basic foods”. The basis for that claim is not evident. The net food-importing developing countries that they list (p. 128, note 4) are not the countries with the highest prevalence of malnutrition (FAO 2002a). Focusing on food importing countries has the effect of dismissing the substantial food insecurity in other countries. Most importantly, it dismisses the plight of countries that are too poor to import.

The WHO-WTO study asserts that national food security “is affected primarily by a country’s ability to earn enough foreign exchange to import the food it needs”. Thus, strategies of self-sufficiency as a means to national food security are dismissed. In fact, imported food often (but not always) is too expensive for poor people. Local production for local consumption usually is a better means for achieving food security than becoming dependent on food imports.

Many poor countries are deeply committed to exporting. However, they suffer from unstable and low prices for their exports, in comparison with the prices of their imports. They suffer from disadvantageous terms of trade.

It is true that “Export agriculture remains a cornerstone of the economies of many developing countries and is the main source of foreign exchange for many low-income countries.” However, this may be true not because of the wisdom of this approach, but because they have no other options. Some countries have become overdependent on the export of just one or two commodities, so that when their prices fall, their economies crash.

The WHO-WTO study says that increasing export growth provides more foreign exchange with which to import food. It does not address the question of whether the foreign exchange would in fact be used to purchase basic foods needed by low-income people, rather than purchasing other sorts of goods for middle and high-income people. And they do not discuss why a country might want to use its agricultural resources to produce for export, and then use the foreign exchange to import food, when the agricultural resources could be used to produce basic food for local consumption. There may be good reasons to export, but protecting the food security of the poor is not likely to be one of them.

The WTO places its faith in trade liberalization as the means for achieving food security (Mendoza 2002). While this is a plausible view, many critics argue that it does not work (cf Madeley 2000, Madeley 2001, Mehra 1999, Murphy 2001, Nader 1993, Oxfam 2002, Phillips 2001). Trade may sometimes increase food security, but it can sometimes make food security worse for some people. The World Food Summit acknowledged that the association is imperfect when, in its final declaration, it made its Commitment Four: “We will strive to ensure that food, agricultural trade and overall trade policies are conducive to fostering food security for all through a fair and market-oriented world trade system (WFS 1996; WTO 1996).” The question is, how?

Another approach to formulating normative principles to guide trade in food and agricultural products is through the application of human rights law and principles. Trade as well as other aspects of the globalization of food and agriculture must be managed on the basis of the obligation of all states and other actors to respect human rights, particularly the human right to adequate food. General Comment 12 by the United Nations Committee on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights (GC 12 1999) provides the authoritative interpretation of the human right to adequate food. Guidelines to help national governments meet their obligations under the human right to adequate food are being formulated by an Intergovernmental Working Group for the Elaboration of a Set of Voluntary Guidelines in the Context of National Food Security, working under the auspices of the FAO (IGWG 2003).

Following the pattern in human rights work generally, the IGWG is focusing on the human rights obligations of national governments to their own people. However, it recognizes the need to give attention to international obligations. Some guidance is already available in General Comment 12.

Paragraph 6 of the General Comment defines the human right to adequate food:

The right to adequate food is realized when every man, woman and child, alone or in community with others, has physical and economic access at all times to adequate food or means for its procurement.

Paragraphs 19, 20, and 27 spell out the responsibilities of business enterprises, and the state’s obligations to regulate them. They make it clear that trade and other aspects of the globalization of food and agriculture must be carried out in ways that respect the human right to adequate food. Not only states but also business enterprises and international agencies must respect that right.

Paragraph 36 explains that states have obligations regarding the human right to adequate food not only for their own people but also for people everywhere.

While much of the current discussion on the human right to adequate food centers on the corresponding obligations of national governments to people within their own jurisdictions, the Universal Declaration of Human Rights says, in article 28, that “Everyone is entitled to a social and international order in which the rights and freedoms set forth in this Declaration can be fully realized.” Where the Universal Declaration of Human Rights recognizes the right of everyone to an adequate standard of living, that means everyone, and not just the people who live under a particular national government’s jurisdiction. Under human rights law, the international community is obligated to create conditions that will end hunger in the world.

There are obligations of the international community to the international community taken as a whole. These obligations must be taken into account when addressing the ethical dimensions of the globalization of food and agriculture (ITICHR 2002). This recognition of international obligations with regard to the human right to adequate food may be viewed as part of the broader movement to recognize the global dimension of human rights obligations that is now underway (International Council 2003).

Current guidelines for trade do not give adequate attention to food security for the poor. Those who formulate the trade rules say they are concerned with food security, but they interpret it in their own ways. The difficulties in the negotiations on the Agreement on Agriculture do not result from a struggle between the poorer and the richer countries of .the world; that struggle is between richer countries. The poorer countries, and especially those who are hungry in these countries, have little influence in the debates. With more openness and more systematic efforts to arrive at agreed guidelines, these difficult discussions could be turned into an opportunity for giving fuller attention to food security and other ethical dimensions of agricultural trade. In terms of process, there is a strong ethical obligation to include those who have been marginalized so that their voices can be heard.


VI. STRUCTURED DIALOGUE

Ethical issues are not merely philosophical debates about the merits of different value orientations; they are rooted in conflict. The debates over the many issues involved in the globalization of food and agriculture need to be understood as “contested processes involving specific actors with differing interests and differing power resources in a precise context (Richter 2001, p. 203).”

Consider the example of the debates over genetically modified organisms (GMOs). Some of the debates appear to be about straightforward scientific questions, such as whether raising genetically modified crops risks damaging neighboring crops. However, the policy issues are more fundamentally about the conflicting views and interests of different groups. The risks in
raising genetically GMOs would not produce nearly so much debate if the same farmer or the same corporation bore the risks while enjoying the benefits. The ethical question arises where there is fear that such operations might produce advantages to some while producing harm to others.

Similarly, some analysts view the problem of world hunger as a technical problem, and respond to it with technical recommendations such as methods to increase crop yields. The technical approach fails to recognize the deep conflicts that underlie hunger. Many people do not have sufficient access to the means of production or to decent opportunities for doing productive work, and as a result they are too poor and powerless to produce food or to make an adequate claim on the food that is available. The issue is not only what productive resources exist in the area, but also who has what sorts of control over those resources. This in turn relates to the way in which the local community and the society as a whole are governed. The hunger problem persists because the people who have the power are not the ones who have the problem. There is a sharp conflict of interests between the poor and the powerful, both locally and globally.

The ethical dimensions become more visible when we explore common explanations for hunger. Often, newspaper accounts tell us that hunger is due to natural events like droughts and floods. A moment’s reflection would tell us that these are, at best, very incomplete explanations. Droughts happen often in many parts of the world, with no one starving as a result. The drought that the newspaper reports might have been a final precipitating cause, but it would not have had such dire consequences if the people had not been living at the edge of starvation before that event.

To suggest that hunger results from drought or from some deficiency in human knowledge about how to produce food is to evade a fundamental reality: hunger results from the ways in which our social relations are managed. The priorities are such that certain people get advantages for themselves at the expense of others, whether intended or not. The consequences are clearly visible in the steadily widening gaps between rich and poor both within and among nations.

The fact that hunger hurts hundreds of millions of people every year does not in itself make it an ethical problem. The ethical issues arise from the fact that hunger, rather than being the result of some sort of natural disaster that is beyond human control, results from the actions that people, and particularly their governments, individually and collectively, take and fail to take. The hunger problem is full of ethical issues, but the ethical dimensions remain invisible when hunger is treated as if it were merely a technical question.

Ethical issues generally can be understood as conflicts, situations in which the parties’ preferences are incompatible. Dialogue is always an important means for dealing with conflicts. International agencies, both governmental and nongovernmental, can do a great deal to facilitate the dialogue that is needed to address these issues. They can create the appropriate spaces, invite the full range of relevant parties, and guide the dialogue in ways designed to assure that they are productive. Dialogical communication begins with serious recognition of different groups with different views and interests relating to the issues.

Dialogue sometimes can be made more productive if the parties agree to prepare a joint statement about the issues, including observations about the historical background, the major relevant facts, and the points of contention. Even for the most difficult issues, there would be a great deal about which the parties could agree. The preparation of a document that articulates the dialogue partners’ understanding of the situation could be carried out with the help of a structured process of formulating, discussing, and reformulating brief proposition on the issue of concern. On some points, the structured dialogue process could be useful in helping the parties come to a clear disagreement. That too would be progress. Establishing common understandings about differences in views can help to establish a shared framework for communication.

While it is important to work toward a shared understanding of the issue at hand, the structured dialogue advocated here is not simply to build better common understandings. The purpose would be to establish an agreed set of principles to guide action relating to the ethical issue of concern. These principles could then be used as the basis for formulating guidelines, codes of conduct or other similar expressions of agreed norms.

Dealing with the ethical dimensions of major public policy issues cannot be reduced to a simple mechanical procedure, but the following could be major phases of the work:

First, a particular ethical issue of interest should be identified.

Second, a group of interested and willing individuals with different views on the issue should be assembled, either in a series of face-to-face meetings or in a virtual conference based on use of modern communications devices.

Third, the group should spend time reviewing the purpose and procedures of the exercise. The purpose would to formulate a jointly agreed normative framework for dealing with the ethical issue of concern. A strong facilitator would be needed, one with clarity about both purpose and procedures.

Fourth, through extended discussion, the group should come an agreement about the basic norms it advocates. The discussions may be difficult, but the procedure should help to keep it focused on the purpose. In its final report, the group could spell out not only the points on which it agreed, but also the points on which it could not agree, with explanations for those disagreements.

Fifth, others could be invited to carry the discussion further, thus enlarging the circle of individuals who agree, and also further refining and elaborating the statements of principle.

Sixth, the normative framework, initially expressed simply as a series of agreed principles regarding the issue, could be transformed into a more formal statement from the group, and offered for endorsement by relevant governmental and nongovernmental agencies.

Where the issues are especially controversial, it may make sense to conduct these procedures at an unofficial level, and then offer the results to governmental agencies at national and global levels. The central task is to facilitate dialogue that draws from diverse perspectives but works toward a common goal, the clear articulation of principles to guide the choice of action.

This procedure is comparable with that used to formulate voluntary guidelines for the realization of the human right to adequate food (IGWG 2003). Of course, the procedures must be adapted to the particular institutional framework within which they are carried out.


VII. ETHICS AND GOVERNANCE

There are many excellent analyses of the ethical issues relating to the globalization of food and agriculture (e.g., Dommen 2002; FAO 2002b; WHO 2002b). However, so long as these views remain entrapped in documents, they are not very useful. There is a need for active and respectful engagement to creatively formulate new positions that transcend the contradictory positions held in the separate analyses.

The basic tool for dealing with ethical issues is meaningful participation by interested parties in formulating the principles that will guide policymaking. There may at times be sensible limits to participation. Criminals don’t get to draft criminal codes. The need for dialogue in dealing with ethical issues converges with the need for open participation in good governance. The World Bank defines governance as “the manner in which power is exercised in the management of a country’s economic and social resources for development (World Bank 1992, p. 1).” The principle tool of good governance is broad participation, based on open processes for arriving at agreed normative frameworks.

Procedures for the formulation of principles of the sort suggested here can be facilitated by the relevant governing agencies at any level. They already do that to some extent. For example, the Committee on General Principles of the Codex Alimentarius Commission is working on a Code of Ethics for International Trade in Foods (Codex 2003), and discussions are being carried out through FAO on a proposed Code of Conduct on Biotechnology as it Relates to Genetic Resources for Food and Agriculture (Biocode 2003). However, these are not regularized, broadly participatory, multi-party dialogues of the sort envisioned here.

FAO’s ethics panel said, “It might be advisable to develop a code of conduct for economic globalisation to avoid some of the negative consequences and to ensure a better and more equitable sharing of benefits for all (FAO Ethics 2003).” While that is an intriguing idea, there are too many ethical dimensions to the globalization of food and agriculture to allow them all to be addressed adequately in a single code. Many codes are needed, and they should be elaborated and updated on a regular basis.

There is a need for a regular institutionalized process through which such codes can be designed and periodically refined. When the focus is on ethical issues that arise from globalization, processes that are global in scope are required. International agencies, acting on behalf of the international community, could facilitate these processes for arriving at relevant principles.

The United Nations System Standing Committee on Nutrition would be an appropriate venue for this work. SCN is the UN’s designated body for coordination with respect to food and nutrition issues. It is comprised mainly of representatives of UN agencies concerned with food and nutrition, bilateral donors, and civil society. A new SCN Working Group on the Globalization of Food and Agriculture could be created to address the ethical issues. It could carry out this work in a systematic way, based on a carefully designed and agreed procedure for structuring the dialogue about the issues.

Alternatively, the Intergovernmental Working Group that is formulating voluntary guidelines on implementation of the right to food could be extended and adapted to address other issues, or a new body using similar procedures could be created. No matter which agency takes the lead, some institutional arrangement should be established to facilitate the systematic and sustained global dialogue that is needed to deal with the many ethical issues relating to the globalization of food and agriculture. That arrangement could provide the beginnings of the democratic global governance that is needed to address the issues.
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