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OXFAM MEDIA BRIEF  

12 October 2012        

Summer of high food prices and hot air:  
CFS meeting crucial in fighting hunger  

 The G20 failed to call the Rapid Response Forum of the Agricultural Market 
Information System to act on food prices which remain at abnormally high levels and 
are likely to stay high and volatile for the next six months.  

 The Committee on World Food Security (CFS) meeting next week should break the 
cycle of government inaction and agree to set a path toward an equitable, sustainable 
and resilient food system. 

 The CFS must place the right to food at the center of climate change discussions, 
boost food reserves and scale up social protection programs.  

 

Hot summer, high prices 

Following a Northern summer that saw prices of key staple foods reach historic highs and the worst 
United States drought in 60 years, the fragility of the world‟s food system has never been more 
glaringly apparent. The publication of this year‟s State of Food Insecurity in the World report this 
week revealed that almost 870 million people were hungry over the 2010 – 2012 period. In Africa, 
hunger actually increased on 1990 – 1992 assessments by 36.8 percent, and in Least Developed 
countries it increased by 29.5 percent.  Disturbingly, the report revealed that global efforts to 
eradicate hunger have dramatically slowed over the last five years, with the number of hungry 
people flat-lining1.  

Declining efforts on hunger have a backdrop of high and volatile food prices. In August, the World 
Bank reported that the price of maize and soybeans had reached all-time highs in July2. In 
September, the World Food Program (WFP), International Fund for Agricultural Development and 
the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) partnered to call for urgent political action to avert a 
food price crisis3. But then the FAO‟s September food price index4 and the US Department of 
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Agriculture‟s (USDA) crop report showed promising signs that food prices were stabilizing5, although 
the October Index rose by 1.4 percent6. The reports dampened fears of a food price crisis, and 
dampened political will to act on food prices that remain at abnormally high levels.  

We may have narrowly averted a global food crisis emerging before the end of the year, but there is 
no cause for celebration. Unlike in 2008, the three saving graces have been a relatively robust rice 
harvest, lower oil prices and a lack of export bans from major exporting countries like Russia and 
India.  High and volatile prices remain a problem, particularly for food importing developing 
countries. There are reports that the price of corn may swing upward again in the spring of 20137.  
The FAO predicts an increase in food import bills of $1.3 billion8 for low-income food-deficit 
countries, putting enormous pressure on already vulnerable communities who cannot afford for this 
brand of volatility to become a fixture of the food system. People in developing countries are today 
spending up to 75 percent of their household budget on food, compared to the average of 15 
percent in the United States. Volatile prices are a major obstacle preventing poor people, especially 
women, from gaining the employment and purchasing power they need to lift themselves out of 
poverty.  

The situation is set to deteriorate as climate change increases its hold around the world. Last 
month, Oxfam released new research showing how food price spikes will worsen as extreme 
weather caused by climate change devastates food production. The report, titled Extreme Weather, 
Extreme Prices, goes beyond previous research that considers the gradual impacts of climate 
change, such as increasing temperatures and changing rainfall patterns, and models the impact of 
extreme weather scenarios on food prices in 2030. The research warns that by then the world could 
be even more vulnerable to the kind of drought happening today in the US, with dependence on US 
exports of wheat and maize predicted to rise and climate change increasing the likelihood of 
extreme droughts in North America. Even under a conservative scenario, another US drought in 
2030 could provoke a price spike of maize by as much as 140 percent over and above the average 
price of food in 2030 – which is already likely to be double today‟s prices9. 
Rising hunger, regional food crises, food price volatility and climate change are creating a global 
food system under enormous stress – but it can be reformed.  

 
Yemen: Food price snapshot 

 
Yemen is in the grip of a severe hunger crisis.  Some 10 million people – almost half the population – do not have 
enough food to eat, five million people need urgent emergency assistance, and one million children are at risk of 
malnutrition.  

High global food prices could further threaten its food security as the country imports 90 percent of its wheat.  
According to the WFP, the wholesale prices of wheat rose in August 2012 by 8.5 percent on July levels

10
.  While 

many factors may have affected prices, including increased demand due to Ramadan, the current high global wheat 
prices are highly likely to be reflected in Yemen‟s domestic markets.  

A recent Oxfam assessment found that the monthly cost of food baskets in Yemen ranges from 19,433 YR (US$90) 
to 25,143 YR (US$116). Yet poor households only earn between 22,276 YR (US$103) and 25,522 YR (US$118) 
each month. This means those poor households – who comprise 50 percent of Yemen‟s population – can spend up 
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to a staggering 98 percent of their income on food.  Oxfam is seeing Yemeni people take extreme measures to cope: 
pulling children out of school to work, begging on the streets and selling what little they own just to survive. 

 

The rapid response that wasn‟t 

The G20 failed to reduce 
excessive food price volatility 
through their „Plan of Action‟, 
agreed by its agriculture 
ministers in 2011. Despite 
devastatingly high prices and 
continuous volatility, leaders 
still cannot agree to mobilize 
the mechanism the G20 
created to respond to 
abnormally high food prices. 
The past few months should 
have been the first test for the 
so-called „Rapid Response 
Forum‟ that was created in 
September 2011 to 
coordinate the global 
response to rising food prices 
as part of the Agricultural 
Market Information System 
(AMIS). The Rapid Response 
Forum is designed to 
“promote early discussion 
among decision-level officials 
about critical market 
conditions to encourage the 
coordination of policies and 
the development of common 
strategies”11. That early 
discussion has still not taken 
place, and has now 
effectively been ruled out.   

 That is despite high-level 
calls for the Rapid Response 
Forum to act. In August 
France‟s Agriculture Minister 
said the G20 would wait for 
the US Department of Agriculture (USDA) crop report due on September 12 to determine how they 
would act12. Shortly after its release on September 17, French president François Hollande and 
Director-General of the UN FAO José Graziano da Silva announced that a meeting of the Rapid 
Response Forum with G20 agriculture ministers would take place on October 16 in Rome, alongside 
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 AMIS website, „The Rapid Response Forum‟, accessed at http://www.amis-outlook.org/amis-about/forum/en/ 
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the CFS Annual meeting13. But on October 4 the United States, who on October 1 took over as the 
chair of AMIS, announced that this meeting would not take place14.  

What led to that extraordinary reversal has not been made public, but it is fair to assume that other 
G20 nations did not share France‟s desire to act collectively and decisively on food prices . It is likely 
that the US does not want its questionable biofuels policies that contribute to global hunger to be in 
the spotlight. The US Renewable Fuel Standard mandates 13.2 billion gallons of corn-based 
ethanol to be blended into the US fuel supply in 2012 and 13.8 billion in 2013.  Last year 40 percent 
of corn grown in the US was used to produce fuel. The Obama administration is under heavy 
pressure to waive the corn-ethanol mandate because of its detrimental impact on American 
consumers and poor people around the world.  More than 17,500 Americans have already signed 
an Oxfam petition urging the US Environmental Protection Agency to waive the mandate. 

Steadying food prices are no excuse for inaction; G20 leaders are failing to address the fact that 
prices remain extremely high – the very situation that the Rapid Response Forum was created to 
address. But the Committee on World Food Security (CFS) Annual Meeting from October 15 – 20 
next week can help break the cycle of government inaction and agree to set a path toward an 
equitable, sustainable and resilient food system that provides for all.  
 

Why the CFS can be a turning point 

Hunger is multidimensional – eradicating it requires commitment from a wide range of actors. A 
strength of the CFS lies in its composition: it consists of member governments, international 
organizations such as the World Bank and the World Trade Organization, research institutions, the 
private sector and civil society organizations including those representing small scale food 
producers, consumers and women. Unlike other international forums, everyone – nations large and 
small, people wealthy and poor – has the same representation. It is equipped to listen to the voices 
of people impacted and provide coordinated action. 

The CFS also focuses on many of the central issues at the heart of our broken food system. After 
the food price crisis of 2008, the CFS was reformed to solve hunger at its current scale and began 
focusing the crucial issues of food price volatility, land tenure, gender equality in agriculture and 
investment in small-scale food producers. Now the CFS must place the right to food at the center of 
climate change discussions and actions. In doing so, a key obstacle will be addressing the diverging 
views on the scope of the CFS in relation to climate change. Many countries view food security and 
climate change as distinct and therefore believe that the CFS cannot provide guidance to the 
UNFCCC on climate change. But other nations take a different stance as they experience the year-
round droughts that devastate food production and see the small-scale farmers throughout in many 
regions are eating less or nothing at all.  

The CFS has also shown it can reach consensus. Recently the CFS agreed on the Guidelines on 
Responsible Tenure Governance on very contentious land issues. The Guidelines are now being 
implemented and represent a first critical step to prevent „land grabbing‟ by securing small scale 
food producers‟ control over land and other natural resources. But the CFS needs further 
reinforcement to ensure that all of its recommendations are fully implemented. 

Oxfam‟s recommendations for the CFS annual meeting 
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Three central issues will be discussed in the various sessions of the annual meeting: 1) climate 
change and sustainable agriculture; 2) social protection mechanisms and food insecurity within 
countries in protracted crisis; and 3) strengthening the accountability of global governance on food 
issues. Oxfam hopes to see the following outcomes: 

i) Climate change 

 Climate change must be properly addressed at the CFS. The CFS must send a clear 
message to governments that they have a responsibility to ensure their climate change 
related policies are consistent with the objective of eliminating hunger. Special attention 
must be given to ensure women and civil society organizations are included and involved in 
the decision-making on climate change related actions and policies at local, national and 
regional level.  

 Agro-ecological farming practices, which are a set of highly sustainable practices, such as 
techniques that enable farmers to considerably reduce the use of fertilizers, must be 
prioritized and supported. They have proved successful in increasing the resilience and 
sustainability of food systems and in boosting yields and incomes of small scale food 
producers.  

 Climate adaptation measures for small scale food producers must be prioritized over 
mitigation. Governments should allocate at least half of the public climate finance to 
adaptation. The funds must be in addition to overseas development commitments and 
allocated transparently.   

 The CFS must acknowledge the difference between small scale food producers and large 
scale industrial agriculture, who have differentiated responsibilities and capacities.  

 Local, national and regional food reserves in developing countries must be scaled up to 
increase the resilience of the food system to supply shocks.  
 

ii) Social protection programs 

 The CFS must address the increased vulnerability of people after price shocks through 
social protection programs that respond to the root causes of poverty. These should ensure 
that small scale producers maintain control over their resources and help generate 
employment that provides stable living wages.  

 The CFS must adopt a human rights approach that allows vulnerable people to participate in 
the design of policies and hold their governments to account.  
 

iii) Greater accountability  

 The lack of accountability of all actors is one of the major causes of the failure to eradicate 
hunger. The CFS must contribute to improving accountability at all levels by developing an 
ambitious monitoring mechanism that can deliver accountability in eradicating hunger and 
effectively deliver its recommendations. 

 The CFS must formally adopt the „Global Strategic Framework‟ that it developed in July. This 
is the most comprehensive set of clear policies and actions agreed on by its member 
governments, which should be implemented at all levels to achieve a world without hunger. It 
is the outcome of all governments‟ consensus and it has been negotiated throughout 2012. 

Conclusion 

Food price volatility is becoming a fixture of our food system. We may have averted a food crisis in 
2012, but with today‟s price uncertainty there is no telling when the next major global food crisis will 
surface. There are 870 million people suffering from hunger each day and price spikes can bring 
this to new highs. If governments do not act to address the root causes of food price volatility, many 
more poor people will be pushed out of the market for food. With high international prices being felt 
in domestic markets, poor people in developing countries cannot afford for governments to 
squander a major opportunity to act on food prices.  The G20 governments missed an opportunity to 
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mobilize the AMIS Rapid Response Forum, but there are real opportunities for change at next 
week‟s CFS annual meeting. At that meeting, governments must acknowledge that the right to food 
is at the heart of the climate change debate so they can strive to find the right long-term solutions to 
hunger. The CFS must boost food reserves and strengthen social protection programs for 
populations that are at risk of hunger. Above all, they must produce clear and concrete directives 
that hold governments to account in building a more equitable, sustainable and resilient food 
system. While the fight against hunger can appear overwhelming, these are vitally important s teps 
that will bring us closer to a future where everyone has enough to eat, always. 

For media inquiries, please contact Ben Grossman-Cohen 202-777-2907, bgrossman-
cohen@oxfamamerica.org. 

To organize an interview at the CFS Annual meeting from October 15 – 20, please contact 
Oxfam Italy Media Officer Gabriele Carchella at +39 320 4777 895 or 
gabriele.carchella@oxfamitalia.org.  

 

GROW 
GROW is Oxfam's campaign to build a better food system: one that produces enough for a growing 
population and empowers poor people to earn a living, feed their families, and thrive in a resource-
constrained world. For more information visit www.oxfam.org/grow  

 

Oxfam www.oxfam.org  
Oxfam is an international confederation of seveteen organisations working together in 92  countries: Oxfam America 
(www.oxfamamerica.org), Oxfam Australia (www.oxfam.org.au), Oxfam-in-Belgium (www.oxfamsol.be), Oxfam Canada 
(www.oxfam.ca), Oxfam France (www.oxfamfrance.org ), Oxfam German (www.oxfam.de), Oxfam GB 
(www.oxfam.org.uk), Oxfam Hong Kong (www.oxfam.org.hk), Oxfam India (www.oxfamindia.org), Intermon Oxfam 
(www.intermonoxfam.org), Oxfam Ireland (www.oxfamireland.org), Oxfam Italy (www.oxfamitalia.org), Oxfam Japan 
(www.oxfam.jp),  Oxfam Mexico (www.oxfammexico.org ) Oxfam New Zealand (www.oxfam.org.nz ) Oxfam Novib 
(www.oxfamnovib.nl , Oxfam Quebec (www.oxfam.qc.ca)  
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