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“Global markets, in which food has been reduced
to yet another commodity for speculation, have
demonstrated that they are incapable of solving
urgent situations of hunger: far from it, they

actually worsen them.”

This statement may seem self-evident, but it is worth reminding ourselves that we
live in a context of global crisis that can be defined as perverse. Globalization, which
emerged some decades ago, has exponentially exploded in the last 15 years. It has
paved the way towards a world where there are officially 795 million hungry people,
and, what is more, many more are not even accounted for, yet they are suffering from
malnutrition-related problems on a scale never seen before. Against the backdrop
of an energy-dependent society—with petroleum as our system’s cornerstone—we
have surpassed peak o0il* and seem to have forgotten that planet Earth’s resources

are finite.
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This outlook does not bode well for the planet over the coming years, and indeed,
the final outcome will largely depend upon peoples’ movements and their capacity
of response and coordination. The predominant development paradigm from the last
century has led to a society that is not only hungry, but also devoid of humanity.
Citizens have been turned into objects and are now considered merely another
commodity with which to trade and increasingly generate profit from. They are not
seen as people with needs and rights,’ but rather viewed as possible market niches
and targets for different types of commodities. Similarly, common goods—water,
land and seeds—have today been reduced to resources that can be extracted, whilst
human beings are simply considered a human resource who are at the service of
the market. In that respect, when we talk about food, it is essential that we build
a narrative based on real needs linked to peoples’ rights, and also consider the
repercussions that this perverse system has both on human beings and on our planet.

TERRITORIAL MARKETS: A TOOL FOR RESISTANCE

Today, in order to transform food systems within global institutions, we are fighting
to make it clear that people are, first and foremost, human rights holders. The current
discourse around ‘multi-stakeholderism’ has placed people’s claims and agribusiness
companies’ needs for profit on an equal footing, thus making this rights battle all the more
urgent. Within a human rights-based framework, such a perspective is inadmissible,
and yet we see how this discourse spreads like a stain, seeping into different areas. It is
imperative that the challenge of feeding the world is addressed by all actors together, but
first there is the need to identify the real root causes of hunger and malnutrition, rather
than simply mitigate the symptoms. Because of a reductionist vision, those that are
mostly causing the problem are now asked to design the solution—and actually benefit
fromit.*

In this context, peasants, fisherfolk and pastoralists need to be rendered
visible, as they produce 70% of the world’s food. Demands need to be made to
preserve their production models, which have practically nothing in common with
the model imposed by the globalized market. Small-scale producers cannot enter
that market, nor do they want to, as doing so would trigger their demise. Global
markets, in which food has been reduced to yet another commodity for speculation,
have demonstrated that they are incapable of solving urgent situations of hunger:
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The term ‘territorial’ was used by the Civil
Society Mechanism (CSM) at the Committee
on World Food Security (CFS) in Rome
during the negotiations of the Working Group
(WG) on Connecting Smallholders to
Markets. An analytical guide that covers

the development of this term as well as case
studies that can help organizations in policy
advocacy is available at: www.csmdcfs.org/

connecting-smallholders-markets-

analytical-guide. The WG’s process and
documents are available at: www.csm4cfs.org/

working-groups/connecting-small

holders-to-markets.

In the case of Mexico, for instance, over the
last two decades there has been an increase
in people who are overweight and suffer
from diseases such as diabetes, which coincides
with “the entry into force of the North
American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA).
This allows huge imports of ultra-processed
foods with a high content of sugar, fat and
salt, and low in fiber. During the same period
the Mexican Government has encouraged
the creation of, and investment in, large
food corporations, thus, multiplying their
influence and sales.” Cedefio, Marcos
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far from it, they actually worsen them. Meanwhile, so-called ‘territorial’ markets
are also the most invisible, despite being the ones that can truly provide healthy and
nutritional food to people.” By now—in 2017—a clear link between the spread of
diseases from an unhealthy diet and a country’s level of economic globalization has
been established.®

Consumers’ ‘free choice’ is one of the most cited dictums in the discourse that
goes hand in hand with the globalized model, in such a way as to suggest that this
global system allows consumers to have a wider choice in their daily purchases. It
is important to highlight that, in this context, things are not what they seem, as the
global model does not equate citizens with consumers. Most existing legislation on
consumers’ rights recognize that consumers are those who have exchanged money for
a product, which means that those people who use other channels to access food, such
as bartering, soup kitchens, or food aid do not enjoy any rights. This aspect is key;
as it reduces the human right to adequate food and nutrition to a mere quantitative
transaction of goods to fill stomachs, without taking into account the quality or
nutritional value of food. The definition of food security reinforces this notion, as it
relegates food to mere quantitative indicators. For these reasons, food sovereignty is
the principle that guides civil society organizations’ claims.’

NUTRITION: A POLITICAL BATTLE IN A TERM

Following the declaration in 2016 of a so-called Decade of Action on Nutrition, one
could easily imagine that there is a new window of opportunity within the United
Nations World Health Organization (WHO) and at the United Nations Food and
Agriculture Organization (FAO). Theoretically, over the next ten years nutrition will
be put forth as a key issue to be addressed by states, hand in hand with civil society.
Thus far,one cannot claim to be very optimisticabout the decade. As mentioned above,
multi-stakeholderism is the approach taken, and initial documents and meetings
place additional weight on false solutions provided by agribusiness. In the view of
civil society, the main problem lies in the fact that nutrition is addressed with neither
a holistic nor a human rights-based approach.® Instead, quantitative indicators are
used, thus ignoring the entire context of how food is produced: production models,
water, land, biodiversity, energy, cultural context, women’s rights, etc. By sidelining
all of these aspects, false solutions to hunger and malnutrition are discussed, such as
nutritional supplements and fortified foods.

We, civil society organizations, will not tire of repeating that all of this is
unnecessary, in a world where 150% of the required food is produced, and where
food is a political, not a technical problem, which needs to be addressed from a
human rights-based approach: the right to food and nutrition cannot be separated
from everything else.’

Even though we have managed to introduce agroecology into different FAO
documents,' in order to have real inclusion, the term would have to be placed on an
equal footing with so-called ‘climate smart agriculture’, which is promoted by the
private sector.!! But we know that these two terms cannot simply coexist, because
in order for agribusiness to survive, peasant farming would have to die. Half-hearted
commitments by states are useless right now, as are the attempts to try and please
all ‘stakeholders’. The priority should lie in the needs and rights of human beings,
not of business.
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A NEW CONTEXT: THE URBAN PLANET

We should not forget that these developments take place in an era when more than
half of the world’s population lives in urban areas. The development model driven
by global entities prioritizes the development of cities, as these units replicate the
system itself. Therefore, we should recognize that cities are fully dependent on the
territory as a whole, especially in terms of food. Indeed, cities expand and encroach
on what was once agricultural land, and as they do so, they engulf a workforce who
are either from that country or other more disadvantaged countries.'?

This urbanization leads to abject poverty and hunger in the peripheries of
cities, where the majority of migrants live: hunger is no longer just a problem of
countries in the Global South, but rather of cities that themselves reflect the North-
South divide. Take for instance the life expectancy of Bronx (New York, USA),
which is lower than that of Bangladesh.”” In cities like Glasgow (Scotland), the life
expectancy of a person living in an affluent neighborhood is 30 years longer than
that of a person living in an underprivileged neighborhood.'*

Against this backdrop, we are witnessing the emergence of different initiatives
that see food in cities from a more sustainable perspective, such as for example the
Milan Pact, signed in October 2015. In order to be really transformational, these
initiatives must be holistic and reconsider the city in its entirety, as well as the
very social model that is promoted by most large urban centers. In this day and age,
individualism has taken ownership of urban dwellers. To build a new system, we
would have to recover our collective and communal vision, because our ego, in all
of its insignificance, blinds us from the immensity of the issues at hand that go far
beyond ourselves. To this end, more inclusive food governance models are being
sought,” such as food councils, where a crosscutting approach is taken in order to
build new alternatives. However, there are no magic solutions: each context needs
to find formulas based on participation and social inclusion.

WOMEN AS PILLARS OF FOOD SYSTEMS

In these new alternatives, we cannot but highlight the role played by women: for
centuries women have sustained food production and human life. Women are the
pillars of food systems, both as peasants—guardians of seeds and knowledge—and
as carers, the latter as a result of patriarchy and gender labor division.'® Historically,
women have fed the world yet they are also the most silenced victims. The hetero-
patriarchal system, which only values large-scale activities that are considered
productive and carried out in the public sphere, scorns and dismisses all other
activities, yet these are the ones that really sustain the system. If women’s historical
labor were to be valued, capitalism and its calculating nature would be shattered.
This is precisely why reconsidering and rebuilding the food system, nutrition and
markets, would have to first of all guarantee women’s rights, including their sexual
and reproductive rights."”

Those of us who debate at forums such as the United Nations Committee on
World Food Security (CFS), often come up against a brick wall when we make such
claims. Some states do not consider women'’s issues to be a priority; in some cases,
women are not even viewed as subjects with their own rights. Indeed, we can say
that women became a priority for agribusiness, as soon as they were identified as a
significant consumer niche market. From supplements for breast milk, to nutrition
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An interesting example is the Global
Convergence of Land and Water Struggles,
which was born during the African Social
Forum in Dakar in 2014. The convergence
aims to construct a strong and united
movement to defend the right to land, water
and seeds. For more information, please
see: Koné, Massa and Chantal Jacovetti.
“The Global Convergence of Land and
Water Struggles in West Africa: Building

a Strong and United People”. Right to

Food and Nutrition Watch (2016): 52-54.
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programs for girls or women at childbearing age, multinationals unroll their wide
range of offers of products that add to the causes of malnutrition and objectification
of women as mere incubators or walking uteruses. Real and transformational
alternatives cannot be built if women are not considered as subjects with full rights
and if we do not work towards their autonomy and real equity. Just as ecological or
environmental economy is introduced as a new alternative, a feminist economy is
key for the construction of another fairer world.

HUMAN RIGHTS FROM THE BOTTOM-UP

Against this backdrop, itis crucial to bolster unity and coordination among those civil
society networks who advocate food sovereignty and agroecology as key tools in the
struggle topreserve peasantagricultureand food systemsthatcanreally feed and ‘cool’
the planet. From past experience, social movements have realized that, irrespective
of what sector they prioritize, they need to organize in a jointly manner, in order to
denounce the unfair world that we live in and build other worlds.'® As discussed at
the beginning of this article, this crisis will barely be solved with the ‘technological
optimism’ that has caused it. Instead, a deconstruction and reconstruction of the
food system in its entirety is required, along with the consequent reformulation of
the social model. As we embark on that path, it is crucial that human rights be the
basis of a narrative that still needs to be constructed: a narrative that is centered on
the needs of peoples and of the planet, not the ambitions of businesses whose only
objective is their own enrichment.

Fred Wesonga and Haileselassie Ghebremariam?'®
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Somaliland currently has five milk cooperatives that are registered with the
government.” Membership is growing, with women increasingly filling prominent
management roles. They benefit from legal registration, communication on animal
health, linkages between milk chain actors and international organizations, and
security in the markets. Additionally, these cooperatives support traditional
pastoralist arrangements with all the above, as well as with the provision of milk
cans, hygiene and sanitation.

In this context, the growing cooperative movement provides a platform
for a traditional arrangement of women pastoralists to sensitize communities on
the benefits of consuming raw milk and how it can lead to economic gains at the
household level. Known as hagbed, this system builds on shared culture, values,
and trust. Producers organize themselves in groups of 10—15 members with the
objective of minimizing operational costs. Each member contributes towards the
daily requirements of their customers. The milk is sold on behalf of one member,
who retains the money. The following day they contribute milk to another producer
and so on, until all members have had the opportunity to sell. Furthermore, in
times of fluctuation in supply, traders can source milk from other cooperatives. The
system guarantees consumers a regular supply of milk, while providing producers
equal access to customers and safeguarding their incomes. This creates strong social
and economic bonds among members, who together can safeguard their trade and
face up to the many food safety challenges, including the highly perishable nature of
milk, handling practices and cooling facilities.?®

This ‘informal’ marketing system promotes genuine food security, and should
therefore be supported by appropriate policies and regulations that assure milk
quality as well as investment in infrastructure and facilities to improve marketing
and processing. This can be achieved through lobbying for policies and services that
recognize and favor this ‘invisible’ trade.

LOOKING AHEAD: HOW TO SUSTAIN THE MILK PRODUCTION’S
CONTRIBUTION TO FOOD SOVEREIGNTY

Cooperative movements should be sustained, given the role they play in promoting food
sovereignty for the people. They provide a mechanism by which people can participate
politically, thereby influencing the government to formulate policies that are vital for the
development of milk production and trade. Furthermore, cooperatives are instrumental
in shielding the country from the dominance of transnational corporations (TNCs),
which often operate systems that are detrimental to the development of the local
economy. The milk marketing chain is efficient and sustainable, despite the popular
belief that only TNCs are able to provide a dependable system in the dairy sector.

The country is now opening up to private sector investment, leading to the
inevitable influx of TNCs. Local trade will thus be threatened, thereby contributing to
food insecurity, and marginalizing women who are the backbone of the supply chain. To
safeguard the existing methods of milk production, and its positive impacts on people’s
wellbeing and rights, the national government and local authorities are called upon to
implement the following measures:

e Uphold cooperative movements, as they can support the government in
formulating policies that protect citizens’ rights to produce, trade and

consume locally produced products;
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« Strengthen the role of cooperatives, as they enable traders’ access to credit
and encourage a culture of savings to cushion against losses in adverse
trading periods; and,

» Establish private insurance schemes to provide capital to milk traders
who lose their investments due to spoilage or drought, in order to enable
them to continue trading.

These claims are in line with the policy recommendations on small-scale producers
and markets adopted by the United Nations Committee on World Food Security
(CFS) atits 43rd plenary session in October 2016. Thanks to strong social movement
and civil society advocacy, the CFS recognized that domestic markets embedded
in territorial food systems are far more beneficial for food security, smallholder
livelihoods, and rural economies than formal value chains. We call on states to
recognize, support and defend small-scale producers through appropriate policies
and investments.”’” Indeed, more than 80% of smallholders operate in territorial
markets worldwide—and they channel around 70% of the food consumed in the
world.*®
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