33rd FAO CONFERENCE (19 – 26 November 2005)
by Lelio Bernardi


The 33rd biennial  FAO Conference took place in  Rome between 19 and 26 November 2005.   The Conference is, as we know, the governing body of the Organization .   It records and approves the proposals of various Committees (Agriculture, Forestry, Fisheries, Food Security, Commodities etc) which have met during the past biennium (November 2003 to November 2005).   The  Ministers of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries, or their delegates, of the 186 Member States of the Organization, participate in the work of the Conference.


The first plenary session was opened by the Director-General Jacques Diouf  who in his speech outlined his new  plan for reform (after those of 1994 and 1996 which did not meet expectations).


During the Conference, a further 6-year mandate  (from January 2006 to December 2011) was approved for Jacques Diouf, the present incumbent.

Mr. Diouf (Senegal)  has headed the Organization since January 1994; he was the sole candidate for re-election.


Mr. Diouf   presented, and  had approved,  an important document  “FAO Reform: a Vision for the 21st Century”.   This Reform consists mainly in strengthening cooperation with the United Nations and other  organizations which aid developing countries so as to meet the objectives of the Millenium Development Goals )MDGs) in particular:

-
decentralization (to make  FAO’s work  more efficacious in  developing countries   by increasing the number of national experts and reducing  international experts);
-
knowledge exchange to increase access to information so as to close the so-called rural digital gap which still gravely penalizes the rural world (as was demonstrated  during the two World Summits on this topic: in Geneva 2003

 and Tunis November 2005); 

· alliance against hunger; gender equality, etc.


This Reform should  in theory allow FAO to face several interdisciplinary challenges (such as climate change,  natural resources, sustainable development, strengthening of  biodiversity) in the best way.   In  particular,  FAO will  concentrate on developing  certain sectors of competence (like Codex alimentarius,  campaign against plant and insect diseases, Treaty on Phytogenetic Resources,  Code of Conduct for Responsible Fishing, protection of fish stocks, development of aquaculture,  Right to Food for All, national and international  food security programmes, sustainable management and protection of forests, investment in water control, international convention for plant protection, Rotterdam Convention on Pesticides, etc.)

Before the Conference, on 18 November,  there had been a ministerial  meeting on  “Small Island Developing States” (SIDS) and on coastal low-lying states which  brought to the fore their growing vulnerability in the face of  global warming.   The 50 or so Ministers of Agriculture or their delegates, as well as representatives of international NGOs and United Nations organizations, discussed how to improve the integration of agricultural, forestry and fisheries sectors in the SIDS economies in order to improve food security and  enhance employment opportunities.  In  fact, it is in the SIDS that the consequences of climate change, hurricanes, cyclones, typhoons etc.
are most apparent, as we witnessed during the tsunami of December 2004. 

The Ministers were also presented with “concrete intersectoral projects”

(tourism, environment and  rural development) which could  strengthen their small states from the economic, social and environmental point of view.  As is obvious, these SIDS are different from each other.   Some states are very dependent on the agricultural ,  forestry and fisheries sectors, while in others their economic development is based on tourism.  

FAO believes that diversified agricultural production  systems, good fisheries management,  hurricane-resistant crops, and good forestry practice  

should contribute  to improving the life styles of these islands’ inhabitants.

For example, some of these islands administer tracts of ocean, with good prospects of added income ( even though, of course,  responsible fisheries practices must be respected).     To this end, local  administrations should be strengthened  so as to enforce the terms of the Code of Conduct  for Responsible Fishing.  


At  the beginning of the FAO Conference, the Republic of  Bielorussia was admitted as a member.   There are now therefore 186 member states of FAO, plus one organization i.e. the European Union.   The Principality of Andorra has also  asked to become a member.


During the Conference, fringe events took place on the following subjects:  

· bird flu

· water for agriculture (in Africa, Middle East and SIDS)

· gender equality and access to production factors.

SPEECH BY DAVID BECKMANN, PRESIDENT OF BREAD FOR THE WORLD, AT THE OPEN ING CEREMONY  OF THE CONFERENCE




David Beckmann spoke during the McDougall Memorial Lecture, which honours Frank McDougall (Australia), one of the founders of FAO.


Over the last decades,  many reports and conferences  on world hunger have concluded with a list of  proposed actions and “appeals”.   But we must go beyond these “appeals” with a call for more political will.   It is not enough to make appeals to reduce world hunger.   We must create and strengthen  governmental institutions dedicated to fighting hunger and poverty.   But there must also be action by people and organizations outside government (like NGOs) .   Systematic institutions  outside government  would push for progress  against hunger.   For example, he quoted the important contribution of grassroots movements around the world in securing support for the international debt relief campaign.   Unfortunately,  many  initiatives fail because of lack  of funds.  Beckmann urged delegates to support greater progress on  development assistance and trade, and to strengthen the International Alliance Against Hunger.

In  September 2006 there will be a Special Forum in Rome to assess progress in achieving the goals of the 1996 World Food Summit, the aim of which was to halve world hunger by the year 2015.   Political commitment  must be intensified  by bringing together in Rome all organizations from around the world working to end hunger (civil society groups, private sector, farming associations, universities, etc.).


FAO awards to journalists, institutions and development experts


During the opening ceremony of the Conference, the Director-General presented the Boerma Award to Gianpaolo Catalanu (from the Italian daily newspaper La Repubblica) and to Roger Thurow and Scott Kilman (USA Wall Street Journal) for their reporting  which had  brought the problems of hunger and poverty to the attention of the public.   Through their visits to African countries, Afghanistan, Iraq and Croazia, and their articles on  food and agricultural trade, these journalists  had  awakened  public opinion in their respective countries, drawing attention to the complex problems involved in food security and the fight against  hunger and poverty.

Two FAO experts, Patrick Evans (Forestry) and H. Bammann (Agriculture) received the B.R.Sen Award  for their important  contributions to development in their countries of  assignment.    Patrick Evans  had contributed to the success of an 8-year project in Cambodia, on Lake Tonle Sap,  forming a lake community of 116 villages.   Mr. Bammann  had helped develop agriculture in the Pacific Islands  through sustainable techniques, thus giving unemployed islanders a source of income.


The International  Programme for Dolphin Conservation, which had helped  draw up a multilateral agreement,  received the Margarita Lizarraga Medal .   This medal is awarded  to  institutions  which best sponsor  the Code of Conduct for Responsible Fishing.

The Edouard Saouma Award  was presented to the Tropical Fruit  Culture Research Institute of Cuba  for their FAO/TCP project  on “Recuperaciòn de los  Frutales Tropicales”.


PRESENTATION  OF FAO’s ANNUAL  REPORT ON THE STATE OF FOOD AND AGRICULTURE (SOFA)


According to SOFA 2005,  hunger and  malnutrition  are the cause of  the death of about 6 million children every year worldwide.   Many of these children affected by diarrhoea, malaria, measles, pneumonia etc.) could survive  if they had not been weakened by hunger and malnutrition.   Hunger and malnutrition are among the root causes of  poverty, illiteracy, disease and mortality  of millions of people in developing countries.   

According to FAO, if each of the developing regions continues to reduce hunger at the current pace, only South America and  the Caribbean will reach the  Millenium Development Goal  target .  The Asia and Pacific region also has a good chance of reaching the MDG target.   The situation remains very serious in sub-Saharan Africa where greater priority should be given to   rural areas and agriculture.

In the preceding SOFA report of 2004  FAO had estimated that 852 million people worldwide were undernourished during the period 2000-2002

Of these, 815 million in developing countries, 28 million in countries in transition, and 9 million in the industrialized countries.   New  estimates will be provided in the 2006 edition of SOFA.

Around 75%  of the world’ hungry and poor people live in rural areas in poor countries.   These regions are home to nearly 11 million children who die before reaching the age of five (8 million infants);  of the 530,000 women who die during pregnancy and childbirth;  of the 300 million cases of  acute malaria deaths  and of the 121 million children who do not attend school.


A study  in 59 developing countries showed  that  the percentage of underweight children was 45 %.   It also  showed that better nutrition would not only fuel better health, increase school attendance, but also reduce child and maternal mortality  and lower the mortality rates of HIV/AIDS, malaria and tuberculosis.   


In Africa, per capita food production dropped by about 12.5% during times of conflict.


Rural infrastructure tends to be least developed in countries and regions with the highest levels of hunger.   Road density in Africa in the early 1990s, for example, was less than one sixth that of India in 1950.   Studies in China and India have identified building roads as the single most effective public goods investment in terms  of poverty reduction.

In the poorest areas, adults have completed only 3.5 years of school  in sub-Saharan Africa and only 4.5 in South-east Asia.   In these areas  the learning capacity of children is reduced by  protein-energy malnutrition, anaemia and iodine deficiency.   Promoting  gender equality would contribute to hunger reduction in the family.   


In  sub-Saharan Africa and South-east Asia, HIV/AIDS (and other diseases like malaria and tuberculosis) kill more than 5 million people every year.   

SOFA 2005  calls for a twin-track approach  consisting of national and international  investments in small-scale irrigation, infrastructure (roads, water, etc.), promotion of fisheries and agro-forestry, while also providing

direct access to food  through feeding programmes for mothers and infants, school meals and food-for-work programmes.
GENDER EQUALITY – AN ISSUE OF DEMOCRACY


During the Round Table discussion on  Gender Equality and Access to Productive Resources, Ann-Christin  Nykvist,  Sweden’s Minister for Agriculture, Food and Consumer Affairs,  said that  gender equality is the key to reducing hunger and poverty in  developing countries.   


According to Jacques Diouf,  women are at the forefront  of food production in all regions of the world.   In  sub-Saharan Africa and the Caribbean, they produce at least  80%  of food  staples.   In  South and South-east Asia they are responsible for some 60% of  all agricultural production.  

Marcela Villarreal, Director of FAO’s  Gender and Population Division, rightly stated that “not investing in one half of the population means   a country is not benefiting from the contribution of that half of its human resources which are essential for its development, its economic efficiency and its international competitiveness”. 

SPEECH BY THE PRESIDENT OF THE INTERNATIONAL FEDERATION OF AGRICULTURAL PRODUCERS (IFAP)

Mr. J. Wilkinson, President of IFAP, speaking to the Conference after  all the other Ministers or their deputies, introduced himself as a Canadian farmer representing the national organizations of 110 countries worldwide.

After reminding the assembly that both FAO and IFAP are about to celebrate together 60 years of existence, Mr. Wilkinson said that, while all countries  are in agreement  over promoting agriculture and thereby  uprooting hunger and poverty in the world, “unfortunately farmers do not  find  any confirmation of these good intentions”.


With regard to FAO’s proposed Reform, which should reach the objectives of the Millenium Development Goals,  the speaker  pointed out that earlier reforms (e.g. those of 1994 and 1997) had not had the hoped-for results.  “ We need concrete actions, like the 15 IFAP proposals, (www.ifap.org) in particular those promoting partnership with national farmers’ organizations”.   In fact,  according to IFAP (which numbers among its members more than 600 million rural families in 110 national organizations in 75 countries), farmers do not want yet more speeches from their governments or  from FAO, but  rather “realistic programmes and concrete action”.   “Efficient reforms are impossible without the involvement of farmers’ organizations which must play a fundamental role in decision making”.     New partnerships and new efforts must therefore concentrate on farmers and their organizations.
BUDGET FOR THE BIENNIUM 2006/07 APPROVED



During the work of the Conference, the budget of US dollars 765,7 million was approved.   This budget, although  increased by 16,6 million dollars from the current figure of 749 million dollars, will only partly  offset the costs of inflation.   Therefore FAO must absorb about 38,6 million dollars  through  programme reductions and efficiency savings.


The Director-General  was authorized to begin implementation of  his proposed reform on changes to the organizational structure of the Rome Headquarters.     
