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A Christian Dimension of Food Sovereignty

A theological reflection by the French Antenna, pole of Strasbourg. Summary of the presentation given during the meeting of the antennae (May 2006) for the workshop on Food Sovereignty.

A theological reflection that anchors in our reality…

To attain our goal, it appears necessary to us, to begin with our own missionary experience, by taking into consideration the situation(s) at hand. Hence, each of us in his/her own personal experience, endeavour to see if one was not finding oneself in  situations whereby the population with which one was living, was having problems with food security or sovereignty.  It is out of these situations that a deep reflection can be offered from the perspective of the impact of globalisation and the changes that needs to be effected, as well as from the point of view of evangelical and ethical demands. 

We have identified two situations both of which are located within the context of Cameroon: 

a. It concerns the region of Eton, which is 100 km north of Yaoundé and counts about 150 inhabitants per km2. The improvement of the living and health conditions has thrown off balance the already existing burdensome population rate which was at 35 inhabitants per km2. 

b. Some years ago, the Cameroonian government had decided to import rice from Italy. The presence of this imported rice on the market of Yaoundé which is being sold at 45 FCFA per kilo was competing with the locally produced rice which sells below 52 FCFA per kilo. 

The outcome of these two situations is the creation of the awareness of our collective responsibility. In the first case it pertains to the colonial era while in second, it is as a result of the rules and regulations put in place by the WTO or bilateral agreements where each of the partners seeks only its own immediate interest.

A call to action.

This awareness invites us to act. Some will seek to respond to this problem by means of lobbying or appealing (this is the objective of a network such as ours) to the leaders who decide on the relationships between the North and the South. Others prefer undertaking actions such as individual charity and big humanitarian projects. All these are good and useful. But is it enough? 

We think there is a need to start a deeper reflection. The consequences of misery in many countries demand a transformation. The logic of today’s globalised trade escapes every social or political control, and we are faced with attitudes and personal motivations marked by the spirit of consumption and the desire to possess wealth. 

Globalisation effects a profound human change 

Globalisation has changed relationships in the world as well as the deepest being of each of us. The relational dimension has evolved; it has changed from a local to a global nature. This new condition of the world whereby the suffering and the joy of one becomes the suffering and the joy of all, is similar to what we are living in the mystical body of Christ in the Church, a universal communion in Christ.

The other who suffers in misery or hunger, challenges and questions our own human identity. “To be unchallenged and not to act on behalf of a person humiliated by misery is to dehumanise oneself.  To participate in the protection of the dignity of the other, is to humanise oneself with him or her.  In so far as there will be human victims of misery or hunger, it is the whole humanity which will suffer and be offended in its dignity”
. 

Today, we can no more escape, because we form one and the same world. And we, Christians “have to work to bring forth a new world.” Social injustice is an offence to God and it is opposed to the fraternal commandment of the love of God which Jesus has instituted as the eternal law of the new covenant. It is necessary to offer the African farmer the means of enjoying, in a dignified way, the work of his/her labour, to participate in the development of his/her country and not only to be a consumer – like a bird from the sky  fed by the father- but equally an actor in his/her own development. 

A rethinking of the issues in a different way

The only position that one could have today, in relation to others, is dialogue, since the other helps in my existence. He/she is part of me. Hence it is only dialogue that can create the space that permits me to realise myself. But for we Christians, there is a position which is equally essential and fundamental: solidarity,  a solidarity which is expressed in the name of the gospel.  Every culture, every people and all religions are bearers of the Spirit and for that matter, a truth expressed in the Word of God. We (Christians) do not have the totality of the Truth. For which reason it is important to accept, to listen to parts of the Truth that are expressed in other cultures and from other people (especially in relation to colonialism and imperialism). No human language can pretend to say everything about God.   

Evangelical call  

God, the Creator and the master of life, with largess, has created the world and all that is contained in it and he continues to fecundate and to protect it for the well being all human communities. He has given us the means and talents so that we may continue to develop the world, protect it and use intelligently the natural resources without wasting them. The Old Testament narrates the experience and faith of the People of Israel; it is from them that we have the roots of our Christian faith. According to the Bible, it was in Israel that the ethical conscience of the victory over misery and hunger was firstly manifested. 

In the New Testament, Jesus surpasses the tradition of his people and he presents himself as the Bread of Life, which nourishes all forms of life. He took side with the little ones - the marginalised, the foreigners, the sinners, etc. In so doing, he acted against marginalisation of people. He constantly fought against the profound social, economic, political and religious marginalisation. Jesus wants his disciples to follow Him and act accordingly, being fully part of His ministry. 

Ethical imperative

We want to affirm that the dignity of being human implies the duty to preserve human life. In this context, food should not only be a right of those who have money, neither of those who produce, but a right to all people. This universal right to food security is part of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (art.25) and appears also in the Social Teaching of the Church. It is a ground principle protecting life, putting the work of the human being before the capital and underlining the necessity to create new jobs. 

In order to ensure food for all, every one of us is called to make a personal commitment. There is a need to guarantee the rights of people and countries to produce so as to satisfy their basic needs. To realise this, there is a need to have new world order in relation to work, management of natural resources and a lay down new economic strategies based on cooperation and solidarity in all levels - this is the primary role of any government.

Conclusion:  “sovereignty at the risk of the Gospel”

The Gospel reveals us two things: That the God of our Lord Jesus Christ, whom he called “his father”, is a loving father to all humankind. This Father desires only one thing: to make every man and woman participate in own nature and to be what he is - this is where our salvation lies. Man and woman were created in the image and likeness of God. Since God is a loving father, he took the risk to create man and woman as entirely free beings. Dialogue, can only be traced from God himself - dialogue is the only way that a globalized person can interact or live with others. God our Father always listens to both man and woman. This is how he comes into contact with his own Spirit living in man and, in doing so, he creates his own dwelling in him. God shares sufferings of man; he participates in his search for responses to his various questionings.

The Gospel raises the human being up. God does not tell us what to do, but He asks of us to invent what is good, not only for us but for all the peoples of the earth. Let us stop telling others, in God’s name what they ought to do.

Today, what is most essential is not so the “acts” but “what we are”. We should then ask ourselves “What am I supposed to be?” and from there the question “What must I need to do?

Today’s world needs communities which are living witnesses so that it may continue to emerge in becoming a better world.

Economic perspectives in Africa in 2006: A two speed-country?

Countries where average economic growth between 2003 and 2005 is weak, negative or none: Zimbabwe, Seychelles, Central Africa and Ivory Coast.

Countries where economic growth is lower the African average (1.9% to 4.3%):

Eritrea, Gabon, Swaziland, Comoros, Guinea, Lesotho, Guinea Bissau, Niger, Burundi, Rwanda, Djibouti, Togo, Malawi, Cameroon, Sao Tome, Benin, Maurice, Morocco, Kenya, Egypt, Congo, South Africa, Namibia.

Average Africa economic growth: 5%

Strong economic growth but still not enough to reach the Millennium Development Goals (MDG) Zambia, Mali, Ethiopia, Tunisia, Cap Vert, Uganda, Gambia, Ghana, Botswana, Senegal, Algeria, Libya, Burkina Faso, Sudan, RDC, Mauritania, Madagascar.

Strong economic growth: Tanzania, Nigeria, Mozambique, Sierra Leone, Angola, Chad, Guinea Equatorial.

Source: Perspectives Economiques en Afrique 2005-2006.

At first sight, the main beneficiaries of economic growth are oil-exporting countries. Oil-exporting countries could benefit from the high price of oil. Furthermore new exporting countries such as Chad, Equatorial Guinea and Mauritania could profit of the increasing demand for oil worldwide. Countries exporting raw materials could also benefit from an increasing demand and from more… (Mozambique, South Africa and Zambia).

2005 was not a year completely negative for countries exporting agriculture products. Countries exporting rubber, coffee and fisheries have benefited from a favourable market situation that has prevented them from major losses. Countries producing cotton, such as Uganda, Ethiopia and Tanzania could benefit from very good harvests.

Oil, copper and sugar, once not profitable products, are now selling very high.

However these three products have also in common the fact that hundreds of people have been exploited to produce them…

In 2002 the price of one oil barrel is 25dollars while it has now risen up to 70 dollars. The price of copper has tripled in the last two years and the price of a ton of aluminium has doubled in a year. The price of zinc is 225% higher than last year, while gold has risen of 70%. Today agriculture products could profit from this increase in raw materials. “We are entering the phase of raw materials, with prices shooting fro copper, aluminium, zinc, nickel, steel and precious metals.” Professor Philippe Chalmin from Paris-Dauphine, said.

Good news for medicines for the poor

Important decisions have been made during the last World Health Assembly (WHA) in Geneva on 22-27 May 2006, addressing the need for innovation for new medicines and concerns about the effects of patents on access to medicines.

This resolution establishes a working group to come up with a global strategy on intellectual property rights, health research and development of new medicines for diseases that affect developing countries. 

Originally proposed by the governments of Kenya and Brazil, the resolution has been closely watched and welcomed by dozen of health and development non-governmental organisations (NGOs).

Many developing countries, NGOs (including AEFJN) and health professionals and researchers have also in recent years raised concerns about the fact that medical innovation is exclusively driven by corporate profits. As a result, very little has been done towards new medicines to meet the need of the poor countries.

The WHA resolution is one of the most important ever taken on this issue. As reported by Médecins sans Frontières, it shows “that health ministers take the lead, and that they want to set the priorities and to find new ways of financing the development of new products, and they want to assure access to innovations for all.” 

In addition to that, the WHA adopted another resolution that urges member states to improve coordination at national level between international trade and public health.

This resolution calls for governments to promote a better dialogue on trade and health, and gives health ministers a place at the table with other government agencies involved in trade issues, establishing mechanisms to enable this.

Among other issues, the resolution asks governments to address the potential challenges that trade agreements may have for health and to consider the flexibilities in them. This implies, for instance, to pay attention to public health needs when negotiating trade bilateral agreements.

This aspect has been also highlighted in the report of the World Health Organisation (WHO) Commission on Intellectual Property Rights, Innovation and Public Health that has been completed in April 2006. It has been recognised that intellectual property rights can not contribute to medicines innovation, in absence of a profitable market, a situation which can clearly apply in the case of developing countries markets. Furthermore the report stresses the primacy of public health needs as opposed to enforcing intellectual property rights, as stated in the Doha Declaration in 2001.

An African position on EPAs

The African Union (AU) Conference of Ministers of Trade met on 12-14 April 2006 in Nairobi.   They have adopted a Nairobi Declaration on EPAs. One of the major agenda items was the Economic Partnership Agreements that the African countries are negotiating with the European Union. This is a landmark declaration, which follows up on the Ministerial Declaration on EPAs adopted by the African Ministers in their Cairo meeting of 2005. Among the major points of the Nairobi Declaration:
1. The EPAs should be consistent with and not adversely affect the objectives and process of economic integration in Africa,
2. No African country should be worse off under the new trade regime.
3. Conclusions of the market access aspects of the EPAs should take place  upon completion of the proposed amendment to Article XXIV of GATT to  enable special and differential treatment and development flexibilities; so that the EPAs can be pro-development (Para 8).  
4. African countries shall not make services commitments in the EPAs that go beyond our WTO commitments; and we urge the EU not to push our countries to do so (Para 10).  Note:  This is a new principle that was not included in the Ministerial Declaration on EPAs of Cairo. 
5. “We reject any attempt to introduce any TRIPS-plus provisions on intellectual property issues in the EPA negotiations” (Para 12).
6. The issues of investment policy, competition policy and government procurement (“Singapore Issues”) which have been removed from the WTO Doha Work Programme should be kept outside the ambit of the EPAs. (Par. 14).
Guidelines for the reform of EU milk market policy

based on the ‘European Platform on Food Sovereignty’ milk market strategy meeting, Vienna, May 11 2006.

Introduction

Milk production is the most important source of income for many European farmers.

The EU market is regulated. There is almost complete protection against exports from non-European countries, with the exception of a few bilateral trade agreements. The quantity of milk produced in the EU is controlled by a quota system. For many years, however, the EC has produced approximately 10% more milk than Europeans are consuming. Furthermore, the EC quota was recently raised by approximately 1.5%

This overproduction leads to a decrease of milk prices within Europe. Outside of Europe, the surplus is exported as subsidized prices, leading to a dumping of cheap milk products in developing countries. Small scale farms in, for example, Burkina Faso are jeopardised by the import of cheap milk products from the EU.

We envision a European policy which enlightens small scale milk production in South and North and respects environmental and social needs.

Necessary reforms

1. The EU must end dumping without delay. That means stopping exporting milk products below the cost of production.

2. The EU milk quota must be maintained in order to safeguard the milk production in particular in small production units and marginal regions. It is important that the quota milk be distributed fairly among European countries and farmers (farmers of the new EU members are disadvantaged)

3. The milk output must gradually be reduced to create a balance between supply and demand. Additionally, it would be good to maintain a target price of, for example, 0.40 €/kg.

4. To support socially and environmentally sound farming methods, i.e. small scale and organic farming.

5. The EU, as one of the main actors in the WTO trade negotiations, should offer genuine support to developing countries, helping them to protect their domestic milk markets against cheap milk products.

6. In exchange for the end of dumping and partial withdrawing from the world market the EU retains the right to protect its borders.

7. Developing countries get back their own markets. Also there should be room for exports of a quota of milk to the EU by developing countries.

8. The negotiations about agricultural trade should be based on food sovereignty, including the right to protect for all countries and the duty for all countries to stop any form of dumping and to strengthen socially and environmentally sound farming systems.

This is a first step in a procedure that will go on for a long time.

For Further Reading:

On the right Path to development

Available at 

http://www.tradeobservatory.org/library.cfm?refid=88129
Alternatives to EPAS, available at 

http://www.ecdpm.org/Web_ECDPM/Web/Content/Navigation.nsf/index2?readform&http://www.ecdpm.org/Web_ECDPM/Web/Content/Content.nsf/vwDocID/EF21975BAC4DEAADC1257115004CD88A?OpenDocument
Resolution by the European Parliament on small arms, available in all EU languages at 

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/omk/sipade3?SAME_LEVEL=1&LEVEL=1&NAV=S&DETAIL=&PUBREF=-//EP//TEXT+TA+P6-TA-2006-0274+0+DOC+XML+V0//EN
News from AEFJN Network
From 12 to 14 May, the annual Antennae Meeting took place in Brussels.

We shared our activities especially regarding food sovereignty and on access to medicines. We could also profit from the valuable presence of Maurice Oudet and of some members of the Executive Committee. For the next meeting in October, antennae proposed to work on how to lobby.

A few days after the meeting Paolo Fedrigoni, Christian Roberti and Stanislas Filipek went to Poland to meet some member congregations there and to possibly start a new antenna. The three of them could share their experience on AEFJN network and on how an antenna works. 

Since the antennae meeting, many antennae have been actively involved in sending petitions and letters to different organisations and on many subjects. Things have not stopped moving! We hope you mutually shared your activities.

Counterfeit medicines: a blight for Africa

Since 1980s counterfeit medicines have been increasingly entering African countries.

It is estimated that in Africa 60 % of medicines are counterfeit and they account for the 10% of the global trade in medicines. 

A counterfeit medicine is a product that is intentionally mislabelled to deceive the sick and profit from them. 

Antibiotics, anti bacterial and antimalarials are the most common counterfeit medicines. According to a medical review, The Lancet every year in sub-Saharan Africa out of 1 million people dying for malaria, 200,000 could have been saved, if treated with adequate medicines. Nigeria is the most affected African countries, where counterfeit medicines account for 70 to 90% of the national market. 

Because the least developed countries have some of the weakest drug regulatory systems, the poorest and most vulnerable people on earth are at risk of being harmed by the criminals who sell counterfeit drugs. 

Counterfeit medicines have dangerous impacts on patients, since they do not contain any active ingredient for the treatment. They can lead to intoxication, therapeutic failure and even death. Most of these medicines come from new industrialised countries such as India and China. Due to trade globalisation, these products can easily access to national markets and suppliers. They are then sold on the streets.

Due to strict regulatory systems, European countries are slightly affected by drug counterfeit. Surprisingly, 51% of global counterfeit medicines are produced within the European Union and with the recent enlargement to new Eastern European countries, the situation could get worse. However counterfeit industry does not affect only developing countries. In 2004 900,000 counterfeit medicines were withdrawn within the European Union. 

Counterfeit and substandard medicines endanger the quality of treatment. Quality is a necessary requirement in providing health care. The role of the pharmacist is pivotal in monitoring and checking the quality of the drug suppliers. In addition to that consumers and health providers, such as people working in dispensaries, health centres and hospitals have to be alerted about this dangerous situation.

News from Belgium

Thank you to the lobby activity of some Belgian medical NGO, like Memisa, the issue of quality assurance will be probably part of an amendment of the Belgian Law on Medicines. This will be especially important for medicines to be exported to developing countries.

New barriers hinder African Trade.  Health standards in rich countries limit continent’s ability to export.

Africa Renewal, Vol. 19 N°4, January 2006.

Just as developing countries are beginning to overcome some major hurdles in their quest to expand trade with industrial countries, another is rearing ahead. As a result of agreements negotiated at the WTO, traditional trade protection measures such as tariffs and quotas are falling away. But to some extent they are replaced by domestic technical regulations that permit countries to bar products from entering their markets if the products do not meet certain standards. These obstacles include measures ostensibly aimed at protecting citizens from everyday food hazards, known in WTO language as sanitary and phytosanitary measures (SPS). The use of technical barriers has grown during the last two decades. In an effort to regularise such standards, the 149-member WTO Agreement on the Application of Sanitary and Phytosanitary Measures came into force in 1995. The agreement was designed to provide uniform rules for all laws, regulations and requirements regarding how a product is produces, processed, stored or transported, to ensure that its import does not pose a risk to human, anima, or plant health. The agreement is also meant to prevent countries from using SPS measures simply to block trade, stating explicitly that the measures cannot be employed in a “manner which would constitute a disguised restriction on international trade.” Because the standards were set mainly by developed countries during their last series of trade negotiations, the Uruguay Round, they mainly reflect the interests of those. During the Uruguay Round which ended in 1994, many developing countries either could not afford to send negotiators to represent them of focused on areas of greater or more immediate concern, such as Northern agricultural subsidies. Many still are not part of the international standard-setting agencies that govern this area, nor do they have the money, manpower or infrastructure needed to abide by the standards created.

If the EU were to use international standards on pesticides on bananas, rather its more restrictive ones, annual African exports would increase by $400mn, according to the report of the Commission for Africa, a high-level panel established by UK Prime Minister, Tony Blair. African meat exports to the US, dairy products to the EU and animal products destined to Japan often face restrictions an health grounds, notes Mr. Nyangito, a Kenyan researcher. The EU’s commissioner for health and consumer protection maintains that SPS measures in the EU are not intended to block trade, but to safeguard the region’s health standards.  According to Action for Southern Africa (ACTSA), a non-governmental organisation based in London, African horticultural producers are finding it harder to penetrate the EU market because of overly restrictive rules on the levels of contaminants permissible in food, known as maximum residue levels. One example involves residues of aflatoxins, which causes cancer, found in processed nuts and dried fruit, among other foods. The World Bank estimates that for African exporters of cereals, fruits, vegetables and nuts, the annual cost of complying would be about $ 670mn. 

Civil Society Statement on the Paris Club at 50: illegitimate and unsustainable.

For at least the past 30 years much of the developing world has been crushed under a mass of foreign debts that – amongst other injustices and distortions - has put a stranglehold on its growth and poverty-reducing opportunities. This continued crisis, contrary to creditor governments’ overemphasized claims, has never been dealt with systematically. Rather, wealthy nations have imposed – through the IMF, World Bank and the Paris Club – a protracted state of unsustainability and emergency. As a consequence, a permanent exit from the debt trap has been consistently and willingly impeded, keeping debtor countries in a state of effective domination and dependence. This is clear from the number of negotiations that a large number of countries has had to endure over the years: we can count 14 visits for Senegal, 11 for Democratic Republic of Congo, 9 for Cote d’Ivoire, and 8 for Gabon. Moreover, one of the greatest concerns about these prolonged strings of restructurings is that loans that were often odious or illegitimate, get consolidated and relabelled and are subsequently extremely difficult to track down to their real origin.


In the Paris Club the creditors act as judge in their own case: the greater part of the negotiating process is concerned with decision-making amongst creditors alone. The delegation from the debtor country is only able to play a passive role in the process, accepting or declining the offer advanced by the creditors. Compared with domestic insolvency laws and procedures in Paris Club member countries, the Club is a medieval institution. As it is today, the Paris Club does not have any legitimacy. Civil society organizations from the South and the North demand a radical change of the current state of affairs in international debt management. Governments – and in particular those from creditor nations – must provide for comprehensive, fair and impartial based mechanisms for cases of unsustainable debt. To this end, we call on creditors to accept that they need to abandon their role as both party and ultimate judge, accepting a neutral instance to evaluate their requests against the debtors’ situation and needs. The governments represented in the Paris Club must take the opportunity of the 50 years to end current practices and move decisively to a new framework.

The European Parliament in favour of an international treaty on trade in small arms and light weapons.


Strasbourg, 19/06/2006 (Agence Europe) – On 15 June, MEPs adopted a resolution in which they clearly call on the international community to begin talks with a view to establishing an international treaty regulating the trade in small arms and light weapons (SALW). The meeting was voted in the run-up to the conference on revision of the United Nations action plan on small arms scheduled to take place in New York from 26 June to 7 July. MEPs called on the international community to hold talks at the United Nations relating to a treaty on the international arms trade with a view to a legally binding instrument that would regulate arms transfers when these are of a kind that contribute to human rights violations or to crimes against humanity or which promote instability at regional and national levels as well as armed conflicts. MEPs also called on States taking part at the 2006 Conference to establish SALW programmes and measures to be duly integrated into international, regional and national development strategies and the fight against poverty. They recommended that governments: - « ban the unauthorised possession and use » by civilians of SALW, automatic or semi-automatic guns and machine guns ; - set in place information and exchange programmes between States that wish to cooperate in the field of controlling SALW possession by civilians ; - and endeavour to reduce the excessive and undesirable demand for SALW within society. EP President mainly called for the resolution to be passed on to the Council and Commission, to Member State governments and parliaments as well as to the United Nations Secretary General. Six millions weapons are in circulation and cause the death of over 500,000 persons annually, that is, one person every minute.

� Cf.  Documentation Catholique N°2293, juin 2003, p.559.
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