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The World Food Crisis … Better Understanding for More Effective Action
Men, women and children are dying of hunger every day while others despair of being able to live from their work.  Hunger riots are multiplying in Africa, Asia and Latin America.  Since 2002, food prices have been rising constantly: the price of wheat has tripled and rice and maize cost twice as much as before; moreover in the last few months prices have spiralled out of control, as much as 65% higher than in January 2008.
This article offers an economic analysis and a Christian look at the structural injustice that kills as many as 24,000 people each day.

1. Where has this crisis come from?

Far from being anything new, it has been developing over a number of years for structural reasons and is now rocketing in the face of new circumstances.

1.1    Long-term (structural) causes:

1.1.1 Why the demand for agricultural products has increased:

One reason is the ever-growing population: there are 6.6 billion of us now, and the forecast for 2050 is 9.3 billion. In 2001-3, already 854 million of us were under-nourished and more than 2 billion malnourished (lack of proteins, vitamins, iron, etc.).  China and India are consuming more meat; this means that more cereals and oil-yielding crops are being fed to animals.
1.1.2 Why agricultural production is declining:

One reason is that there has been less investment in agriculture and the infrastructure necessary for its development in developing countries (DCs).  At the same time, farmland is being dedicated to non-food production (and food grown in the DCs is often for export).  Together these factors have contributed to a decrease in production and productivity and, by the same token, stocks.  Demand is therefore outgrowing supply.  Other reasons include:

· the breaking up of agricultural infrastructure between 1980 and 1990, 

· the flooding of DC markets with subsidised food – from Europe and elsewhere – at prices much lower than local ones,

· the lowering of import barriers imposed by the WTO and bilateral agreements has destroyed local economies.

Consequently, numerous countries now have to import food and the producers do not even have the means any more to take advantage of the current rise in prices.
The main beneficiaries of this deregulation and the current high prices are international companies (Cargill’s profits increased by 36% between 2006 and 2007).  A fistful of companies control the world market from the beginning of the process to the end: raw materials, processing, production, distribution…  What is more, between them they control all the chemical, seed and agro-food sectors.  For example, the machine industry is investing in the fertile regions of Africa to develop their own agriculture and processing.  A key factor here is their monopoly arising from Intellectual Property Rights.  While necessary for encouraging research, these rights have become a commercial weapon, one that seeks profit, threatens the environment and biodiversity – and even the lives of the farmers.

1.2 Short-term (circumstantial) causes

1.2.1 Reasons for the rise in demand for agricultural products:

Since 2006, agrofuels have come into play.  A third of the food price increases has been imputed to maize ethanol in the United States (FAO 2008) – and the world prices for maize and cereal crops are aligned to those of the US.  Speculation accounts for the sudden price rises.  Massive financial speculation on raw agricultural materials (quoted in dollars) has arisen as other markets have become less buoyant and the value of the dollar has gone down. Anticipating continuing price increases, traders are buying ahead even though food demand does not fluctuate much and so a slight rise in production will be enough to bring down prices.
1.2.2 Reasons for the decline in agricultural production

· Climate change, bringing with it drought here and flooding there, disrupting the seasons,
· Oil prices rising because of lower stocks and increased consumption by China, India and Brazil,

· Increased oil prices leading to higher costs of energy and inputs such as fertiliser and pesticides,

· The consequent decision to accelerate the production of ‘biofuels’ – 90% are produced in the EU, the US and Brazil; this reduces resources available for agriculture (water, land) as well as cereals. China has chosen to stop its pro-biofuel policy in the face of the resulting increased price of pork; it still exports maize. In contrast, the US is now using the maize it grows for bio-ethanol, thus decreasing its availability for human and animal consumption (and for export) as well as the amount of land available for food production.
· Finally, there is less rice on the market because of restrictions/embargoes on exporting food products from countries such as Thailand and Vietnam who want to protect the food security of their people.  The WTO tolerates this practice for DCs for a limited period.  This holding back results in ‘futures’ buyers being able to sell their rice at prices lower than they paid!
All these factors lead to a rise in the price of farmland in those regions where it is becoming scarcer.

2. Misleading Information
Speeches and articles criticise the emerging countries and yet the US and the European Union are chiefly for the crisis.  Cereal prices are aligned with US prices and the US is diverting its maize to agrofuel, affecting at the same time the soya, alternative cereal and oil markets.  The EU is the top importer of oil-based products and its agricultural trade budget is in deficit.  It has been the 5th largest importer of cereals in 2007-8.  The US and the EU subsidise their agricultural exports and impose restrictions of customs rights on the countries importing their produce.  In the meantime, in terms of agricultural trade, Brazil and China are in the black.  Faced with a growing population, China has increased its investment in agriculture.  For its part, India will struggle to feed its people.  What are the leaders of the African countries doing?
3.  What solutions are available?

In Africa, small farmers are joining forces to negotiate prices and credit arrangements and to defend their interests at political and trade partnership levels.  Currently, they are having to draw the attention of their political leaders to the danger of precipitous short-term measures threatening the medium-term well-being of the local market.
The IASSTD
 report concludes that the way forward is ecological farming with increasing small-scale farm bio-diversification.  Ecological family farming underpins a vigorous ecosystem and is more resilient to shocks than methods that depend on agro-chemicals.  Therefore it can help agriculture to adapt to climate change, to develop organic matter in the soil that will ‘imprison’ carbon dioxide, to improve water retention and to safeguard local food security systems.
MPs must confront the current crisis with emergency measures and simultaneously invest in their peoples’ future interests: recognise the fundamental role of farmers, give preference to local production and regional trade (infrastructure, support), concentrate their budgets on the well-being of the population (health, education, financial compensation when the costs of oil and basic materials rise), dare to protect their internal economy against dumping and the monopoly of international companies. They must be able to react freely to price shocks, with the interests of their own country in mind and not in submission to arbitrary rules and regulations that have been imposed from outside.  
Both sides need to analyse proposed development aid, partnerships, trade agreements and technological transfers before becoming committed to them, giving priority to sustainable production that meets local or regional needs, evaluating the implications for water, land, energy and natural non-sustainable resources.  African countries must work together in the face of the European and American power blocks who are weakening African regional unity through bilateral, free-trade agreements.  Furthermore, competition between companies can be unfair; not all African companies have the same advantages of financial support and working infrastructure (transport, communication, energy, water) as their rivals.
4. The Christian angle

Slowly but surely, this crisis has arisen out of an established, institutionalised order that consumer behaviour, in the North and South alike, has reinforced.  Many of us have the vote …and the responsibility to raise the awareness of our politicians, in both the North and the South. This is a moral duty, vital even, just as it is vital for us to know and choose what we buy.  We are all beneficiaries of the same creation; we share one world.  The gifts we have received are universal and for everyone.  Each of our actions has repercussions here and elsewhere.

We have magisterial teaching on this. In Pope John-Paul II’s apostolic exhortation “Reconciliation and Penance” (December 1984), §16, we read:  “Whenever the Church speaks of situations of sin, or when she condemns as social sins certain situations or the collective behaviour of certain social groups, big or small, or even of whole nations and blocks of nations, she knows and she proclaims that such cases of social sin are the result of the accumulation and concentration of many personal sins. It is a case of the very personal sins of those who cause or support evil or who exploit it; of those who are in a position to avoid, eliminate or at least limit certain social evils but who fail to do so out of laziness, fear or the conspiracy of silence, through secret complicity or indifference; of those who take refuge in the supposed impossibility of changing the world, and also of those who sidestep the effort and sacrifice required, producing specious reasons of a higher order. The real responsibility, then, lies with individuals.

A situation—or likewise an institution, a structure, society itself—is not in itself the subject of moral acts. Hence a situation cannot in itself be good or bad. At the heart of every situation of sin are always to be found sinful people. So true is this that even when such a situation can be changed in its structural and institutional aspects by the force of law, or as unfortunately more often happens—by the law of force, the change in fact proves to be incomplete, of short duration, and ultimately vain and ineffective not to say counterproductive if the people directly or indirectly responsible for that situation are not converted.”
And in the meantime, people are suffering from hunger …
C. Fouarge 

Some news about small fire arms collected from different sources

1. 02.-08. June 2008 Global Week of Action Against Gun Violence 2008 (IANSA)

Each year activists around the world use the Global Week of Action Against Gun Violence to raise awareness, campaign for better gun laws and push for stronger regulation of the global arms trade. This year the Week of Action from 02-08. June 2008 will have actions in 70 countries. On IANSA Website you find a collection of actions from Africa and Europe. For example Radio and TV show in Cameroon or a peace march in Niger. In Europe there will be several workshops and conferences. On Vatican Radio the Senior policy advisor of Pax Christi International, Father Paul Lansu discussed the goals of the Week of Action Against Gun Violence.

2. 30 April 2008
Open debate on small arms by the Security Council (UN)
After two years of failing to meet on small arms, the Security Council held an extensive debate open to all states on the topic under the chairmanship of South Africa on 30 April 2008. International representatives focused on the implementation of the Programme of Action on Small Arms (PoA) and highlighted areas that require further elaboration, such as civilian possession. Other topics discussed included the recently released report on small arms from the UN Secretary General, the problems posed by illicit brokering and the need for an international Arms Trade Treaty. Expectations held about the upcoming Biennial Meeting of States in July were also raised. 

www.iansa.org/un/ 

3.  Nigeria, West Africa

West African Civil Society Groups Praised for Role in Curbing Gun Violence Afrique 

15 May 2008

The President of the ECOWAS Commission, Dr Mohamed Ibn Chambas, praised civil society organisations for their role in the ongoing campaign to achieve the level of ratification required to make the regional Convention to check the proliferation of small arms and light weapons in West Africa operational.  (gunpolicy.org)

4. Concern Over Increase in Illegal Guns After Post-Poll Violence in Kenya IRIN (UN News)

26 May 2008

Very little has been done to check the increase in illegal guns in parts of Kenya that were hardest hit by the post-election crisis, an official of a peace and development NGO said on 23 May. "The small arms problem is bigger at this point than at any other time in our country's history, especially owing to the post-election violence, which created new markets for illegal arms more...    (gunpolicy.org)

5. A job half-done:  EU arms transfer controls ten years on from the EU Code
The EU Code on Arms Exports (EU Code), the foundation-stone of the EU international conventional arms transfer control regime, is ten years old.  Groundbreaking when first agreed, it was an acknowledgement that the old ways of managing arms exports, whereby each country followed its own path and the devil took the hindmost, were no longer good enough.  Embarrassments and shame had flowed from revelations of appalling practice in the 1980s, most notably with regard to arming the protagonists of the Iran-Iraq war and then Iraq again in the lead-up to the first Gulf War.  Something had to be done to restore reputations, and so, on 8 June 1998, the EU Code was born.  

In the years since, an ever-developing infrastructure has built up around the EU Code—for example Member States have agreed a Common Military List of equipment covered by the Code, a Common Position on Arms Brokering, and an EU Code User's Guide to clarify key issues and assist implementation—and the idea of (sub-) regional agreements to regulate the international arms trade is now well established, if not yet universally applied.  Which is all to the good.

However the picture is far from perfect.  Despite the EU Code’s eight criteria, designed to prevent arms transfers from the EU inter alia contributing to human rights abuses or internal repression, or undermining international peace and security or sustainable development, Member States continue to authorise transfers where the risks of these consequences are all too real.  A report card based on the first ten years of the EU Code would have to read: “could do better”.

Meinolf von Spee
An African reflection on an innovative ban of cluster munitions 

Author: Gugu Dube , issued on 06/09/2008 
Source: Institute for Security Studies 
infoserv@africafile.org
African Charter Article# 23: All peoples shall have the right to national and international peace and security

On 30 May 2008, 111 governments participating in the Dublin Diplomatic Conference formally adopted the text of a new Convention on Cluster Munitions. The Convention is the culmination of what has become known as the Oslo Process. Similar to the process that resulted in the 1997 Convention on Anti-Personnel Mines, the Oslo Process involved like-minded states in co-operation with global civil society negotiating a new disarmament treaty outside of the United Nations’ usual structures and processes - such as the Convention on Prohibitions or Restrictions on the Use of Certain Conventional Weapons Which May Be Deemed to Be Excessively Injurious or to Have Indiscriminate Effects, otherwise known as the Convention on Conventional Weapons (CCW). 

Calls to curb the use of cluster weapons gained momentum since the conflict in Lebanon in 2006 where it is believed Israel dropped 4.3 million sub-munitions. De-mining agencies estimated some one million failed to explode posing a severe risk to civilians. Since August 2006, over 40 civilians have been killed and more than 230 injured. In November 2006, Norway announced that it would lead an effort to prohibit the use, production, transfer and stockpiling of cluster munitions that cause unacceptable harm to civilians, after the United States, Russia, and some other countries party to the CCW refused to initiate negotiations on these weapons. The Oslo Process began in earnest in February 2007 when 46 countries first committed themselves to ban cluster munitions. 

The Norwegian government thus deserves special praise for taking the lead in both raising awareness of the humanitarian disaster caused by the use of the weapon and for developing an intense process of consultations in Oslo, Peru, Austria, New Zealand, Mexico, Costa Rica, Zambia, Serbia and Belgium on how to effectively address the humanitarian problems caused by cluster munitions. The Irish government’s decisive role in hosting the negotiations should also be applauded. The historic significance of the Convention, with its many groundbreaking provisions is seen as a new chapter in disarmament and a milestone in international law… 

The new Convention completely bans the production, and requires the destruction (of stockpiles) of cluster munitions. According to the Convention a munition will be excluded if, in order to avoid indiscriminate area effects and the risks posed by unexploded submunitions, it has the following five characteristics: 

1. each munition contains fewer than 10 explosive submunitions; 

2. each explosive submunition weighs more than four kilogram; 

3. is designed to detect and engage a single target object;

4. is equipped with an electronic self-destruction mechanism and

5. is equipped with an electronic self-deactivating feature. 

Only cluster munitions that have all of these five characteristics may be retained or used in military operations. 

The Convention contains excellent provisions on victim assistance, on clearance, transparency, and international cooperation and assistance. The victim assistance provision includes a very broad definition of “cluster munition victims,” covering affected individuals as well as their families and communities. According to the text, States have an obligation to provide medical care, physical rehabilitation, socio-economic and psychological support to cluster munition victims, as well as to collect data on the victims. In addition, the text includes a detailed list of concrete actions that States shall have to take in order to support the victims. 

Humanitarian assistance for victims and affected communities, as well as obligations of affected countries and donors to clear contaminated land, go beyond what was agreed in the anti-personnel landmine treaty and builds on the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. The Convention does however have a number of weak or unclear provisions, including the issue of ‘interoperability’, that is, the ability of States Parties to nevertheless participate in joint military operations with States not party to the Convention and who might want to use cluster munitions banned under the Convention. 

Such countries include the United States, Russia, China, India, Israel and Pakistan who did not attend the Dublin talks, and are unlikely to become parties to the agreement. While the Convention requires States Parties to encourage others to join the Convention, to notify Non States Parties of their obligations under the Convention, to promote the Convention's norms, and to discourage Non States Parties from using cluster munitions, it is not clear that intentional assistance and indefinite foreign stockpiling are prohibited. 

While some African countries have been vocal on the need for all types of cluster munitions to be banned, according to the delegate from Benin, “We are happy about achieving a treaty despite almost no consensus on all the points. Africa will benefit and we are proud even though we are not affected. The only problem is that the treaty is weak when one looks at interoperability. This was echoed by Uganda: “We are satisfied but believe that the text could have been better. We are not pleased with interoperability but at least there are no transition periods and the treaty will help in curtailing armed group activities,” said a delegate... 

The signing of the treaty will take place in Oslo on 3 – 4 December 2008, and it will enter into force six months after 30 governments have ratified it. However, in order for the treaty to enter into force rapidly with African states at the forefront of accelerating the process, it is critical that those states that have not been actively involved in the entire Oslo Process are brought up to speed on why compromises were reached and why not all types of cluster munitions are no longer allowed to be produced or used. Uganda’s confirmation that it will host a post-Dublin Africa-wide meeting on the Convention on Cluster Munitions in Kampala from 29 September 2008 to 1 October 2008 may just be what is needed for Africa to take the lead in the ratification process. 

*Gugu Dube is an Intern and Noel Stott is a Senior Research Fellow with the Arms Management Programme at the Institute for Security Studies in Tshwane (Pretoria). 

What lies behind the Liberalisation of Services

A service is the non-material equivalent of a good. Service provision is an economic activity that does not result in ownership. From going to school, to visiting the doctor, from switching on the light, to pouring a glass of clean water, people's livelihoods are inextricably tied to the management and regulation of services. Some examples of services are utilities (electricity, gas, telecommunications, water, waste management); education (schools & universities, museums, libraries), health care (hospitals, doctors, nurses, old people care); transport (buses, trains, planes); financial services (accounting, banking, building societies, stock brokers, insurance); administrative (consulting, administration); information (website, journalism, database, translation); cleaning, repair and maintenance (mechanics, gardeners, janitors, cleaners), construction (electricians, plumbing, carpentry), dispute resolution (lawyers, negotiation, diplomacy, courts of law, prisons, military, police), entertainment (tourism, movies and theatres, sports, television).

Due to social pressure, during the XIX and XX centuries, many “essential services” (water, electricity, transport, gas) became “public services” to make them accessible to all. Many of the companies delivering these public services were state or local government owned (public enterprises) while others like telecommunications and electricity, were granted a monopoly (the enterprise had control over a particular service to determine the terms on which the clients had access to it). The liberalisation of services as part of globalization has had two impacts: public enterprises have been privatised and the exclusive license on certain services held by the monopolies has been terminated. Today the move is towards considering services as an “economic activity” subject to free market regulations.

The tendency to consider services as trade has brought the provision of services to the table of negotiations at the World Trade Organization (WTO). The negotiators from Western countries want to reinforce the General Agreement on Trade in Services (GATS) that will liberalise trade in services. 

According to GATS, "Services" include "any service in any sector”. In theory essential public services - such as the provision of health care, education and water supply – are exempt; but such services could fall within the scope of the GATS if they are either provided by several competing actors, or if they are supplied on a "commercial basis”. With increased pressure on countries to privatise traditionally government-run services and open their markets to private foreign companies, realisation of rights such as health and education could be privatised, which is dangerous for all, as it subjects essential services to the profit motive and limits a country's ability to regulate in the best interest of its citizens.  

The countries pressuring for expanding world trade in services through GATS are mainly the rich and powerful states who host multinational corporations with the ambition to expand their services provision into the developing countries. The Northern countries take advantage of their strength to push the GATS forward in unbalanced negotiations. In recent months, political pressure to finalise agreements at the WTO is getting strong. The uncertainty of an imminent global financial crisis increases their desire to speed the end of negotiations and to sign a new GATS agreement in the hope of regaining control over international economics.

Faced with this reality, it is necessary to ensure these agreements are not made too hastily and include a full consideration of the potential human rights impacts of new policies. There is an urgent need for governments and civil society to act to ensure that negotiators understand the potential negative impacts on health, education, access to water and access to electricity, before they agree on new GATS commitments in the WTO. 

There is little research available on the impact of the liberalisation of trade in services on the public and on developing countries. This and the fact that policy-makers tend to place global trade policy concerns above the duty to ensure that all citizens - and in particular the most marginalised - have access to housing, food, medicine and clean water, means that GATS paves the way for undermining human and social rights, especially in the developing countries.

The privatisation of public services is very tempting as governments make profits by selling state-owned enterprises. The consequence of the privatisation of water in Accra (Ghana), South Africa and many other African countries has been the rise in prices that prevents the poorest from having access to affordable drinking water. The failure of water privatisation in Tanzania that was supposed to be a model for neighbouring countries throws into question the privatisation of other public services. Resentment against private water monopolies is growing, and there have been demonstrations in Accra and Dar-es-Salaam among others. 

Liberalisation of services to foreign providers in developing countries can lead to: 

stifling the development of domestic or regional services; 

focussing on the richest clients; 

higher prices reducing access for poor and remote consumers, thus increasing the gap between rich and poor. 

The liberalisation of financial services can prevent farmers and small or domestic companies from accessing credit and other financial services, as is already the case in different African countries. Added to all this is the danger that large, foreign service-providers do not always use small, local producers as their suppliers.  This results in the operations of services being dependent on foreign companies aiming at providing profits for their share holders more than serving the population.  Because of this profits go abroad rather than being reinvested in the country 

Today there is a trend to move industries towards developing countries, while the richer countries focus their economy on trade in services, less polluting and much more advantageous. The provision of services is linked to intellectual property rights and to new technologies which the Western countries reserve for themselves in a new attempt to control the developing countries. This is one of the reasons why the Northern countries are moving towards bilateral agreements where the liberalisation of services and the Trade Related Intellectual Property rules go well beyond the demands of the WTO. In the Economic Partnership Agreements (EPAs) between the EU and the African regions, the demands of the EU for the liberalisation of services are stronger than those demanded by the WTO, as are the rules on Intellectual Property. These liberalisation policies will mainly benefit the big companies from the EU, while limiting the way governments can regulate the services sector. Their social and economic impacts will be harmful for developing countries.

Begoña Iñarra

On our WEBSITE, www.aefjn.org, you will find a questionnaire re. the impact of the EPAs in Africa. We would appreciate if you respond to the questions and send back your contribution to us or send your response through the email: aefjn@aefjn.org. Thank you.

THE CHIEF EXECUTIVE OFFICERS (CEO) WATER MANDATE  (Update)

On July 5th 2007, the Chief Executive Officers (CEOs) of bottled water giants Coke and Nestlé joined other corporate leaders, including water privatisers Suez and Läckeby Water Group, to announce a new CEO Water Mandate (WM) at the United Nations Global Compact leaders’ meeting.

In the words of the CEO statement ww.unglobalcompact.org/Issues/Environment/Water_sustainability/ index.html], the mandate “is designed as a private-public initiative with a focus on developing strategies and solutions to contribute positively to the emerging global water crisis”.  The CEOs assert that “the private sector has an important stake (my italics) in helping to address the water challenge” and they stress the importance of building a movement of committed companies, large and small, all over the world.  They also speak constructively about assessing the impact of their companies’ use of water, about relationships with the public sector, community engagement and the need for transparency.

The word ‘stake’ in their document rings alarm bells, however.  It is a reminder that, however well intentioned the WM may appear to be, large businesses have to put their own interests before the needs of others … especially the needs of the poorest who are never going to be able to contribute to company profits.  To survive in a water crisis, these businesses are going to need even greater control over water and its management.  We need to raise awareness of this and take appropriate action.  If not, we continue to fail the millions who still do not have adequate access to quality water and sanitation.

Unfortunately, Ban Ki Moon officially endorsed the Water Mandate in January.  At a time when the United Nations should be being proactive in protecting water as a human right and ecological trust, it is helping to advance corporate control of water.  Fortunately, Tony Clarke and colleagues at the Polaris Institute in Canada were on the mark and prepared a letter to send to the UN Secretary General asking him to reconsider his stance.  A number of you will have added your signature to it in March on behalf of your organisation.

When a response came, it was not from Ban Ki Moon but from George Kell, executive director of the UN Global Compact Office – the office that had encouraged the Mandate in the first place.  We do not know if the issue came to Mr Ban’s attention at all. Kell wrote a measured defence which clarified the purpose of the Mandate as a platform for sharing learnings and emerging practices with respect to water stewardship and sustainability; he defended its record of transparency and recorded the Global Compact Office’s belief that voluntary initiatives such as the WM cannot stand alone but are there to complement regulation and government action.

However, the defence did not address these basic ethical issues: 

The exploitation of water for profit while millions do not have enough for basic survival, 

The wish to appear ‘green’ while all the time using processes that are environmentally damaging,

Companies using their link with the UN and the Millennium Development Goals as an opportunity to advance corporate control over water resources and services.

While we live in the real world where big business usually calls the shots, it is only by persevering with the long, slow process of changing a whole values system that the poor will at last receive justice.  

Anne Rutter

What is the UN Global Compact?  The Global Compact is a framework for businesses that are committed to aligning their operations and strategies with ten universally accepted principles in the areas of human rights, labour, the environment and anti-corruption. [www.unglobalcompact.org]
ACCESS TO DRINKING WATER AND SANITATION ON THE AGENDA FOR THE G8 SUMMIT

Leaders of the G8 are going to have their work well cut out when they meet in Hokkaido and Toyako in July.  Japanese Prime Minister, Yasuo Fukuda, is to be congratulated on his insistence that the difficulties faced in attaining the MDG target concerning water and sanitation should feature high on the agenda.  Let us hope though that, in contrast to the promises of the 2003 G8 Evian meeting that failed to materialise, a concrete and monitorable action plan will be produced this time.   At stake are the health, education and economic well-being of at least 2.5 billion people, about a third of the world’s population.

A letter has been sent from the Brussels office urging Yasuo Fukuda to ensure that the G8 commits itself to delivering a global action plan that provides the institutions and finances necessary to put these targets back on track. We ask that this plan include:

· A high-level annual review to monitor global progress. 
· A high-level task force empowered to identify barriers and take remedial actions. 
· A commitment that no credible national water and sanitation plan should fail through lack of finance. 
If, by the time you read this, you still have time to write to one of the European G8 leaders reiterating these points, your letter might make all the difference!

The development of new medicines for developing countries diseases

At present pharmaceutical companies have little financial incentive to develop the drugs most urgently needed by the world’s poor. In its place, they maximize profits by altering already existing medicines - and thus extending the time they can collect royalties on their production - or by developing drugs that target the ailments of those who can most afford them. 

Wealthy governments have been slow to fund research that would benefit the poor of other nations, and diseases such tuberculosis, malaria, sleeping sickness and a host of others have gone largely ignored, while funds are poured into perfecting treatments for diabetes, obesity, anxiety and sleeplessness-ailments associated with the rich.

Traditionally patents and high drugs prices have been the incentive for Research and Development (R&D) investment on new medicines. High prices mean many people cannot afford them. Developing countries face a serious challenge combating killer diseases such as tuberculosis, HIV, sleeping sickness, typhoid fever, etc, whose patented products are scarce on the essential drugs list of the World Health Organization (WHO). The current system has failed quite dramatically in Africa. Even in industrialized countries, high prices and limited insurance coverage for the newest medicines also limit access. Using product prices as an incentive leads to too much investment in new medicines that offer only minor incremental benefits over existing medicines, while products that open up new paths for treatment are relatively under-rewarded.

A case that shows the failure of the patent reward system in the development of new, affordable drugs and diagnostics is the absence of a simple cheap TB test, at a time when the disease kills 4,500 people a day and is spreading alarmingly in conjunction with HIV/Aids. 

R&D for new medicines is a lengthy, expensive process, particularly for clinical trials involving people. Public sector and donor investments in the form of grants are important for non-profit drug development, where government support is essential. But these partnerships make sure that development efforts for new drugs are focused on the projects with the highest probability of success. New mechanisms to develop medicines for neglected diseases have to be found. 

Yet developing medicines for neglected diseases is not enough. The treatments must be made available, and a tangle of patent laws and international treaties often stand between crucial new medicines and those who need them. Even for researchers, the great numbers of patents they have to face constitute a real barrier. 
New opening in the research and development of new medicines

In May 2008 after two years of difficult negotiations, the delegates at the annual Assembly of the World Health Organisation agreed on a global strategy with innovative schemes.  These open the way to reform the current system of medical research and development of new drugs that has largely failed to meet the needs of people in developing countries.  

The “Global Strategy on Public Health, Innovation and Intellectual Property” aims to promote new approaches to pharmaceutical R&D and encourages the development of medicines and other products that will meet priority health needs, and make those products available on an affordable basis. This is a major breakthrough for public health and diseases affecting developing countries and will benefit many millions of people for many years to come. 

The strategy encourages governments to support new ways of stimulating research into, and development of, drugs, vaccines and devices for treating diseases neglected by the big pharmaceutical companies for whom they do not offer a profitable market opportunity. This is a big step forward for the WHO.

The current patent-monopoly system of R&D has treated innovation and access as contradictory objectives. With the approval of the new strategy, the nations of the world have for the first time acknowledged that innovation and access are complementary public health objectives. 
A provision put forward by delegates from least-developed nations which sought to put the right to health before commercial interests was dropped from the final resolution before the full Assembly vote, after strong opposition from developed nations. This is why advocacy groups that work for “Access to essential medicines” welcome this initiative, however with certain reservation.

Governments have clearly called for the WHO to play a strategic and central role in intellectual property. “We need more money for R&D, but money is not the only answer - we also need new models for incentivising the R&D and ensuring access to new drugs and diagnostics” a delegate said. 

The problem of financing essential health R&D remains. Members still have to agree on key aspects of the action plan accompanying the strategy, including estimated funding needs, sources of finance, and the contribution of new mechanisms to reward innovation. An expert group will examine proposals for new and innovative sources of funding. Such schemes could include prize funds to reward drug development, advance commitments to buy new drugs or vaccines, and patent pooling, where patent holders share technology to provide a common platform for further innovation. A concrete case could be the creation of a prize fund to boost the development of tuberculosis diagnostics. This group will finalise the plan of action for approval by the 2009 World Health Assembly.

Begoña Iñarra

� International Assessment of Agricultural Science and Technology for Development; the work of 400 scientists, this


  2000 page report was signed by 60 countries. 





PAGE  
8

