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A Food Security Perspective on Canada’s International Trade and Development Assistance Policies  

Canadian Food Security Policy Group 

Executive Summary 
 
 
In a world that produces enough food for all, more than 840 million people suffer the 
effects of hunger. The majority of these live in developing countries. The persistence of 
hunger world-wide demonstrates the failure of governments North and South to meet 
their obligations with regard to the right to food. 
 
The Canadian Food Security Policy Group (FSPG) calls on Canada to promote food 
security as a key priority in its international policy. The Group proposes that Canada 
adopt a human rights framework to pursue this goal.   
 
A human rights framework for food security policy requires national governments to: 
 

• govern based on the rights they have committed to uphold; 
• implement policies that increase food security and avoid policies that constrain it;  
• undertake to promote and protect the rights of the most vulnerable;  
• refrain from actions that threaten to undermine food security in other countries; 
• ensure coherence between human rights treaties and other international 

agreements. 
 
This paper lays out proposals for Canadian international aid and trade policies that flow 
from such an approach.  
 
Development Assistance 
 
Small-scale agricultural production is the foundation of rural food security and the rural 
economy in most developing countries. International and national policies must 
strengthen and not undermine the capacities of small producers. 
 
The FSPG commends the Government of Canada for CIDA’s 2003 commitment to 
increasing support for agriculture for sustainable poverty reduction and we urge 
continued leadership in this area. Aid spending commitments for agricultural 
programming must be maintained and strengthened.  Funding should target the livelihood 
and entrepreneurial strategies of small holders and the rural poor.  Development 
assistance for entrepreneurial activity is most useful when it supports local production 
and distribution by small-holder farmers and the rural poor, leading to revitalized local 
economies. Strengthening the rights and participation of rural women is central to the 
success of these efforts. 
 
International Trade Policy 
 
The rules that govern international trade in agriculture are in need of major reform. Two 
key trade policies work hand-in- hand to perpetuate hunger: agricultural subsidies in rich 
countries, and forced removal of tariffs in poor ones. Massive below-cost exports are 
dumped on the international market, driving down prices and making it impossible for 
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poor farmers to compete.  Subsidized exports also compete unfairly with those from 
Canada.  While Canada rightly decries US and EU subsidies, at the same time it supports 
rules that pry open developing country markets. The effect on food security is grim. 
 
Canada has many shared interests and concerns with developing countries: as trading 
partners, as global partners in meeting development goals, and as allies in ending 
perverse subsidies. We also have common interests in ensuring that trade rules allow all 
governments to pursue what have become hallmark Canadian solutions to agricultural 
development – the promotion of orderly markets, including supply management and 
single desk exporting. 
 
Canada must re-think its positions and alliances at the WTO in order to advance the food 
security needs of developing countries and to protect the interests of Canadian farmers’ 
within a viable multilateral system.  
 
 
Summary of Recommendations: 
 
1) The Government of Canada should undertake a comprehensive approach to 

food security by adopting a human rights framework to determine international 
trade and development assistance policy and priorities.  

 
2) The Government of Canada should honour and strengthen current spending 

commitments for development assistance to agricultural programming for food 
security and rural development.   

 
3) The Government of Canada should complement existing development assistance 

commitments by supporting the entrepreneurial activities of small-holder 
farmers and the rural poor.  

 
4) Government of Canada policies and programs designed to support agricultural 

and entrepreneurial activities must include specific strategies to strengthen the 
position of women.  

 
5) The Government of Canada should support a comprehensive approach to end 

dumping.    
 
6) The Government of Canada should actively support trade rules that provide 

developing countries adequate flexibility to implement food security initiatives.  
 
7) The Government of Canada should defend the rights of governments to promote 

orderly markets through diverse national and international strategies. 
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1. Introduction 
 
The Government of Canada has launched an International Policy Review, highlighting 
the need for a coherent and integrated approach to Canadian foreign policy. The 
Canadian Food Security Policy Group (FSPG) welcomes the opportunity to contribute to 
this critical process. This discussion paper outlines key elements of the Food Security 
Policy Group’s analysis, drawing particular attention to the impact of Canadian official 
development assistance and international trade policies on global food security. 
 
World leaders, including Prime Minister Paul Martin, have repeatedly underlined that 
ending global poverty is a key political imperative of the 21st century. However, despite 
international commitments, progress in reducing hunger and malnutrition – a key 
indicator of poverty - is stalled.  In a world that produces enough food for all, more than 
840 million people suffer the effects of hunger, and every seven seconds a child under the 
age of 10 dies directly or indirectly as a result of not having enough to eat.1 The majority 
of these people live in developing countries and depend on agriculture for their 
livelihood.   
 
The Food Security Policy Group calls on the Canadian government to examine its 
international policies through the lens of food security and that it promote policies that 
enable national governments to fulfill their human rights obligations, including the 
human right to food. This would require a fresh analysis of the issues that affect food 
security, such as international trade and development assistance policies.   
 
Governments should have the flexibility to legislate in the public interest and not be 
prevented from doing so by trade policies or other international agreements imposed in 
multilateral, bilateral or regional processes. Canada must promote this flexibility by 
prioritizing food security and building upon its experience in developing innovative 
policies and institutional responses for viable agricultural sectors. In doing so, Canada 
will strengthen its reputation as a forward-looking and dignity-promoting actor in the 
global community;  
 
This discussion paper explores relationships between food security and international 
policy, particularly in the areas of trade and development assistance.  It highlights the 
need for a coherent strategy on which to base future action. The FSPG proposes that 
Canada adopt a human rights framework to promote food security, and identifies key 
issues and proposals for Canadian aid and trade policies that would flow from such a 
framework.  
 
 
2. International Commitments to End Hunger 
 
The international community, including Canada, has made a number of commitments to 
reduce food insecurity around the world.  Despite these promises, the United Nations 
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Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) has cautioned that the goal of halving the 
number of people who suffer from hunger can be reached only if annual reductions are 
accelerated to 26 million people per year - more than 12 times the average annual 
decrease of 2.1 million people achieved to date.   
 
The Human Right to Food 
 
The persistence of hunger worldwide illustrates the failure of governments to meet their 
obligations with regard to the right to food, as articulated in article 25(1) of the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights and codified in article 11 of the International Covenant on 
Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR).  State parties to the ICESCR are 
required by ratification to adopt and implement policies that increase levels of food 
security and to avoid policies that constrain their ability to do so.  This obligation is 
extended beyond national borders by requiring that governments “in international 
agreements, whenever relevant, ensure that the right to adequate food is given due 
attention.”2   
 
The human right to food is realized when every man, woman and child enjoys food 
security.  As a party to the ICESCR, and thereby a supporter of the human right to food, 
Canada's international policies must respond to this fundamental objective. A human 
rights framework for national food security policy offers multiple advantages for both 
developed and developing countries. Properly implemented, it responds to the issue of 
political will by requiring national governments to govern based on the rights it has 
committed to uphold.  
 
States parties to the ICESCR are encouraged to make specific efforts to promote the 
rights of the most vulnerable.  This means they should enact policies and programs aimed 
specifically at reducing the number of hungry people.  In addition, States undertake not to 
adopt measures that might undermine such efforts or result in increased levels of hunger.  
This commitment extends to international trade agreements and positions taken at the 
World Bank (WB) or the International Monetary Fund (IMF) that could undermine food 
security in other countries. 
 
The Millennium Development Goals 
 
As a means of providing markers for the elimination of hunger, United Nations member-
states unanimously adopted the Millennium Development Goals (MDG) in 2000.  Canada 
has been a strong supporter of the MDGs.  The first MDG promises to “reduce by half the 
proportion of people living on less than $1 a day and to reduce by half the proportion of 
people who suffer from hunger.”3  It has become abundantly clear, however, that in order 
to honour this international commitment and to re-invigorate Canada’s place in the world, 
fundamental changes are needed in Canada’s over-aching international policy framework. 
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should be encouraged to publish annual full-cost of production estimates for all exported 
crops by member countries.  
 

 
The Bitter Taste of the Global Trade in Sugar 

 
European subsidies, quota restrictions and high tariffs distort and undermine the 
international trade in sugar for all countries including those under preferential access 
agreements.  According to Oxfam International, the European Union spends almost 2 
billion euros annually on the sugar industry.  That works out to a subsidy of 3.30 euros 
for sugar worth only 1 euro.  In addition, quota restrictions in Europe block access of 
sugar products from countries like Mozambique.  Even under the improved terms of the 
Everything but Arms Initiative (EBA)14, Mozambique is only permitted to supply EU 
markets with 10,116 tonnes of sugar, representing only four hours of EU consumption of 
sugar annually.  Mozambique could in theory, export 80,000 tonnes of sugar to European 
markets competitively. As Oxfam notes, “for every US$3 the EU gives Mozambique in 
aid, it takes back US$1 through restrictions on access to its sugar market.”  Projected 
losses from EU quota rates in Mozambique are US$38 million, equivalent to total 
expenditures on agriculture and rural development by the Government of Mozambique.   
 
Rather than improve the situation of agriculture in Mozambique, the Agreement on 
Agriculture legalized EU subsidies, quotas and tariff rates.  This situation has undermined 
the ability of farmers in Mozambique to reach the international market and has reduced 
their ability to compete in domestic markets.  The distorted trade in sugar drastically 
undermines the livelihoods, and thus the food security, of farmers in Mozambique.  
 
 
 
B.  Active Support for Trade Rules that Promote Food Security 
 
Because 60% to 80% of the population in many developing countries derives its living 
from agriculture, the needs of farmers in these countries are fundamentally different from 
those in developed economies. This means that the “one size fits all” approach to trade 
policy is a non–starter. Amartya Sen has argued that equal rules for unequal partners 
make for unequal rules. The Doha Declaration acknowledged that reducing the gap 
between high-income and low-income trading partners is essential for a trading system to 
be fair.  
 
Canada must adopt a more robust approach to the Doha Round commitments with 
regards to special and differential treatment if it is to bring meaning to the development 
promise of the current negotiations.  Canada should support developing country proposals 
for food security including a special safeguard to address import surges and price 
volatility, as well as the designation of a limited number of special products as key food 
security staples exempted from tariff reductions.  Canada should respect the spirit of 
asymmetrical concessions in this regard and not attempt to narrow the scope of these 
strategies or link them to market access concessions that can damage small farmers.   
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Special attention must also be paid to the needs of the G90 countries who face the erosion 
of preferential treatment agreements that were critical in nationally-determined poverty 
eradication strategies.   
 
While border measures are their most ‘affordable’ policy option, some developing 
countries also provide small amounts of domestic support to their farmers, often in the 
form of assistance with inputs or transportation. This type of domestic support can 
encourage increased production in countries where food is in short supply and can also be 
targeted towards low income, resource-poor farmers.  
 
C.  Promotion of Orderly Markets through Diverse Strategies  
 
Canada’s experience in orderly marketing in the supply-managed sector and via the 
Canadian Wheat Board sets useful precedents for developing countries. In the face of 
increased consolidation of corporate control in the supply of agricultural inputs and in the 
purchase, processing and marketing of commodities, orderly marketing has provided 
Canadian farmers with the means to increase their voice in the marketplace and secure 
sustainable livelihoods. Mechanisms that allow farmers to cooperate in marketing their 
produce are vital to strengthening rural economies and giving farmers a say in the 
processes that determine their livelihoods. Yet they are under constant attack from 
powerful WTO members. 
 
Canada could garner support from developing countries for the Wheat Board and for our 
supply management system if it supports the right of all countries to make use of similar 
instruments, adapted to their local needs. If disciplines are to be applied to the Wheat 
Board, they should also apply to all entities of similar market power, including private 
corporations.  
 
Over the longer term, Canada should develop alliances and research in the interest of 
renewing support for international supply management approaches.  This would include 
commodity agreements supported by sound national policies to help address 
overproduction and the attendant hemorrhaging of commodity prices, which is inimical to 
the interests of farmers everywhere. 
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Supply-Managed Dairy and the Canadian Wheat Board  
Innovative responses to global market pressures 

 
Canadian farmers have developed unique responses to help them mitigate the distortions of 
agricultural markets.   Often referred to as “orderly marketing systems”, both the supply-managed 
farming practices of the dairy industry and the marketing system of the Canadian Wheat Board 
have provided Canadian farmers with tools that increase their ability to achieve a more 
sustainable livelihood.   
 
Due to the highly concentrated structure of agricultural processing industries, farmers are at a 
distinct disadvantage when they market their products – they are price-takers, rather than price-
setters15. Dairy and wheat farmers in Canada have sought to increase the power of farmers as 
sellers by working together, whether agreeing to limit the supply of goods or to market their 
products through one seller.  
 
Both of these institutional and policy responses reflect farmers’ interests in increasing their power 
in an unstable global marketplace, dominated as it is by limited buyers and multiple sellers. 
Developing country farmers should be supported in their efforts to develop their own approaches 
to similar problems faced in agricultural markets. 
 
 
 
6. Conclusion  
 
Agriculture and food security are critical to successful development.  A review of 
Canadian policy in this area is critical if the government is to meet Prime Minister 
Martin’s challenge to reinvigorate Canada’s role in the world. The agenda for 
international trade and development assistance proposed here challenges fundamental 
assumptions in the current Canadian approach.  It therefore will not be without 
controversy.  At its heart, this agenda reflects our commitment to the fulfillment of 
human rights, including the human right to food, as the first responsibility of 
government.16.   
 
The FSPG is confident that the Government of Canada will find great public and global 
support for this forward-looking vision.   We would welcome an opportunity for further 
discussion regarding the implications of and opportunities presented by a human rights 
framework for food security and poverty eradication policies. 
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Recommendations 
 
1) The Government of Canada should undertake a comprehensive approach to 

food security by adopting a human rights framework to determine international 
trade and development assistance policy and priorities.   At a minimum this would 
mean that existing and new trade and aid agreements would not erode human rights.  
Specifically, Canada should demonstrate how it is pursuing its commitment to the 
progressive realization of the human right to food through its aid and trade policies.  

 
2) The Government of Canada should honor and strengthen current spending 

commitments for development assistance to agricultural programming for food 
security and rural development.  These programs will be most useful when targeted 
to community-based food security programs, as well as to local production and 
distribution by small-holder farmers and the rural poor, leading to the revitalization of 
rural economies.  

 
3) The Government of Canada should complement existing development assistance 

commitments by supporting the entrepreneurial activities of small-holder 
farmers and the rural poor. This could be done through support to alternative 
marketing systems such as cooperatives and communal marketing systems, including 
those based on joint property rights established through common land systems.  

 
4) Government of Canada policies and programs designed to support agricultural 

and entrepreneurial activities must include specific strategies to strengthen the 
position of women.  This must be done through targeted programs that address biases 
against women in economic, political and social relations such as, but not limited to, 
land rights and access to credit. 

 
5) The Government of Canada should support a comprehensive approach to end 

dumping.   This must include continued pressure to eliminate export subsidies and 
other supports that promote dumping; a re-definition and restriction of allowable 
supports; and flexibility for developing countries to use border measures to defend 
their farmers against dumped goods. Canada should also call for increased 
transparency through full cost of production estimates for export commodities in 
OECD countries.  

 
6) The Government of Canada should actively support trade rules that provide 

developing countries adequate flexibility to implement food security initiatives. 
This should include, but not be limited to, support for robust safeguards, exemptions 
for food security crops from further market opening, scope for increased support to 
promote production by poor farmers, and special measures to address preference 
erosions for the least developed countries.   

 
7) The Government of Canada should defend the rights of governments to promote 

orderly markets through diverse national and international strategies.  Canada 
should support trade rules that allow governments to promote farmers’ power in the 
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market place; call for increasing WTO transparency requirements of large companies 
trading in agricultural commodities; adopt the UN Norms on the Responsibilities of 
Transnational Corporations and Other Business Enterprises with Regard to Human 
Rights17; and,  build consensus for international regulation of commodity production. 

 
We would welcome an opportunity to further discuss our ideas on the implications and 
opportunities presented by a rights-based approach to food security and poverty 
eradication.  
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End Notes 
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