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Markets, Monocultures, and Malnutrition:  Agricultural Trade
Policy through an Environmental Justice Lens

by Carmen G. Gonzalez

Introduction & Executive Summary

On January 1, 1994, hundreds of indigenous
Mexican peasants took part in the Zapatista
uprising in Chiapas, Mexico, to protest

Mexico’s participation in the North American Free
Trade Agreement (NAFTA) as well as the Mexican
government’s repeal of  a constitutional provision
safeguarding the right to land reform.1  In the eyes of
the Zapatista rebels, NAFTA was the codification of
economic policies that marginalized and
impoverished Mexico’s indigenous peasantry by
depriving them of cultivable land in order to promote
large-scale agro-export production.2  The rebels feared
that cheap food imports from the United States and
the elimination of government-guaranteed
agricultural prices would threaten the livelihoods of
Mexico’s small corn producers, undermine food
security, and increase migration to the United States.3
Subsequent studies documenting the adverse impact
of  trade liberalization on food security, on the
environment, and on the livelihoods of Mexican corn
farmers have confirmed the validity of  these
concerns.4

Trade liberalization under NAFTA has accelerated
the trend toward large-scale, export-oriented,
chemical-intensive agricultural production at the
expense of  small-scale subsistence farms.5  Mexican
farmers have experienced a 70-percent decline in real
corn prices since 1994 as a consequence of the influx
of  cheap, subsidized corn from the United States.6
This catastrophic drop in corn prices has coincided
with the virtual disappearance of Mexican
government agricultural subsidies and price supports.7
Finding that the cost of corn production exceeds the
revenue produced by selling the corn, many Mexican
farmers have hired themselves out as laborers or have
migrated to northern Mexico or to the United States

in order to earn the cash necessary to support their
families.8  Ironically, the drop in corn prices has not
been passed on to Mexican consumers.  On the
contrary, the price of  tortillas (a staple of  the
Mexican diet) increased three-fold in real terms
between 1994 and 1999.9  The decline in corn prices
depressed rural incomes, increased poverty and
unemployment, reduced food security, and produced
higher levels of  migration from rural areas.10  Trade
liberalization in the corn sector also accelerated
environmental degradation, as wealthy farmers
increased the use of pesticides and fertilizers while
poor farmers responded to depressed corn prices by
extending cultivation to more marginal lands.11

Finally, the NAFTA-induced decline in corn prices
jeopardized the genetic diversity of the Mexican corn
sector by undermining the rural institutions upon
which traditional maize-growing is based.12

The Zapatista uprising in Chiapas, Mexico, is an
example of fierce resistance by local and indigenous
farming communities to development strategies that
threaten their lands, their livelihoods, and the health
of  local ecosystems.  Similar struggles have been
waged in many other countries, including Indonesia,
Malaysia, Brazil, Madagascar, Argentina, and India.13

In Sarawak, Malaysia, for example, hunters and
farmers organized blockades and demonstrations to
preserve their forests from commercial logging, which
had already contaminated rivers, exposed soils to
erosion, and destroyed plants and animals used as
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sources of  food.14  Similarly, in the Brazilian Amazon,
rubber tappers joined forces with indigenous
communities to preserve millions of  acres of  forest
from conversion to pastureland.15

These grassroots struggles in developing countries
over the ecological necessities of life (land, water and
food) have been referred to as “the environmentalism
of  the poor,”16 or simply “environmental justice,”17

and have been studied extensively by scholars
working in the interdisciplinary field of political
ecology.18  Like the environmental justice movement
in the United States, these social movements in
developing countries draw their activist base primarily
from those who are directly affected by environmental
abuse and who view the
environmental conflict as
part of  a larger struggle
against political and
economic marginalization.19

What these ecological
movements in the
developing world have in
common is the emphasis on
the survival needs of  the
poor, defined in terms of
adequate and equitable
access to food, water, and
living space.20

Much of the literature on environmental justice
struggles in the United States and in developing
countries has highlighted the disproportionate
concentration of environmental hazards in poor and
marginalized communities.21  However, it is equally
important to evaluate how human societies distribute
access to environmental necessities.22  Food is a
quintessential environmental necessity that is critical
to human survival.23  Indeed, the right to food is
recognized as a basic human right in the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights2424 Universal
Declaration of Human Rights and in the International
Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights.25

The obligation of states to provide adequate food is
also contained in the United Nations Convention on
the Rights of  the Child.26  Food production, however,
poses significant human health and environmental
risks, including exposure to toxic agricultural

chemicals, excessive freshwater utilization, soil
degradation, deforestation, and pollution of water
supplies by agricultural runoff.27  According to the
United Nations’ 2005 Millennium Ecosystem
Assessment Synthesis Report, natural resource
degradation is occurring most rapidly in the world’s
poorest regions and is likely to impede efforts to
combat poverty, disease and hunger in the developing
world.28

Proponents of liberalized trade in agricultural
products claim that removing agricultural trade
barriers will alleviate poverty and hunger in the
developing world by increasing global agricultural
output and by promoting economic growth and

environmental protection in
developing countries.29

Agricultural trade
liberalization promises to
open up markets in
industrialized countries to
developing-country farmers,30

to remove subsidies that
result in the over-exploitation
of land and the excessive use
of pesticides and fertilizers,31

and to reduce industrialized
country surplus production
that enters world markets at
low prices and undercuts

developing-country farmers.32  According to a recent
World Bank report, if  all regions of  the world
eliminated agricultural subsidies and import barriers,
the projected global income gain for 2015 is estimated
to be $265 billion, with nearly half of that gain
accruing to developing countries.33

Critics of trade liberalization emphasize that the
real cause of  hunger is poverty.34  Indeed, even the
World Bank has recognized that global food
production has outpaced population growth for the
past several decades, but that the poor simply lacked
the resources to purchase what was produced.35

Consequently, the critics contend, measures that
purport to alleviate world hunger must be evaluated
based on their effect on poverty and inequality.36  In
addition, the environmental impact of these measures
must be assessed in order to ensure that they do not
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degrade the natural resource base necessary for food
production.37

The environmental justice movement has long
emphasized that environmental justice is inextricably
linked to social and economic justice,38 and
environmental justice scholars have attempted to
make these connections explicit in their writings.39

This paper continues that tradition by exploring the
economic, social and environmental consequences of
agricultural trade liberalization in poor communities
in developing countries.

The paper begins with a description of the extent
of undernourishment in the developing world and an
explanation of its underlying causes and the
relationship between hunger and environmental
degradation.  The paper then brings agricultural trade
policy into the analysis.  Most food-insecure
developing countries tend to rely on agricultural
exports as a major source of foreign exchange
earnings, and the paper explores the causes and
consequences of this pattern of trade and production.
In particular, it explains that this economic
specialization promotes food insecurity and
environmental degradation by diverting prime
agricultural lands to export production, concentrating
land ownership in the hands of a few wealthy
landholders, relegating the majority of  farmers to less
productive and often ecologically fragile lands, and
encouraging chemical-intensive, monocultural
farming techniques that produce serious ecological
harm.  In addition, economic specialization in
agricultural exports deprives many developing
countries of the income needed for productive
investment by subjecting export revenues to the
vicissitudes of world market prices for agricultural
commodities and to the declining terms of  trade for
agricultural products in relation to manufactured
goods.

The paper next examines the impact of the free
market economic reforms imposed on developing
countries by the International Monetary Fund (IMF),
the World Bank, and the World Trade Organization
(WTO) during the last 25 years on the patterns of
agricultural trade and production prevalent in food-
insecure developing countries.  These economic

reforms institutionalized a double standard in the
rules governing agricultural trade that permits
protectionism in the industrialized world while
requiring developing countries to open their markets
to foreign competition.  This double standard allows
the United States and the European Union to dump
highly subsidized agricultural commodities on
developing country markets while depriving
developing countries of the tools needed to protect
resource-poor farmers from unfair competition.  The
influx of  cheap, subsidized food discourages domestic
food production in developing countries and
undermines the livelihoods of  small farmers, who
comprise the vast majority of  the developing world’s
malnourished people.  In addition, the export-oriented
policies promoted by the IMF and the World Bank to
guarantee debt repayment accelerate the utilization in
many developing countries of chemical-intensive,
monocultural agricultural production techniques—to
the detriment of human health and the environment.

The existence of this double standard raises the
question whether “leveling the playing field”—i.e.,
imposing the same free market reforms on both
developed and developing countries—will alleviate
poverty, promote food security, and enhance
environmental stewardship in the developing world.
This paper explains that, although such reforms
would produce short-term benefits, they would
ultimately reinforce the patterns of trade and
production that produce food insecurity and
environmental degradation in the developing world.
The paper concludes with a discussion of alternative
strategies that developing countries might adopt in
order to protect the environment, promote economic
development, and enhance food security.

I.  Poverty, Hunger and
Environmental Degradation:  Root
Causes and Critical Linkages

According to the most recent survey by the
United Nations Food and Agriculture
Organization (FAO), there are approximately

852 million chronically undernourished people in the
world, of whom 815 million reside in developing
countries.40  Food insecurity in the developing world



The Center for Progressive Reform

Page 4

kills more than five million children every year,
produces enormous human suffering, costs
developing countries billions of dollars in foregone
economic activity, and contributes to outbreaks of
violent conflict.41  Despite the pledge by member
countries of the United Nations to cut world hunger
in half by 2015 (using 1990-1992 as a baseline),
progress in hunger reduction has stalled in recent
years, and the number of malnourished people is
growing in most of the developing world.42

Hunger in the developing world is often
exacerbated by unsustainable farming practices that
degrade the natural resources necessary for food
production.43  Chemical-intensive, monocultural
farming practices have
triggered a wide range
of environmental
problems in both
developed and
developing countries,
including diminution
of agricultural
productivity, soil
degradation,
contamination and
depletion of
freshwater reserves,
and loss of
biodiversity.44

Environmental
degradation in
developing countries
has also increased
poverty, provoked mass migrations, intensified racial
and ethnic tensions, and incited violent conflict over
dwindling access to vital natural resources.45

In order to understand the underlying causes of
undernourishment and environmental degradation in
the developing world, it is necessary to begin with
four key propositions.

First, contrary to popular misconception, hunger is
not a function of  food scarcity.  Based upon
economist Amartya Sen’s pioneering study of  famine46

and on the World Bank’s influential 1986 report on
world hunger,47 it is now widely accepted that lack of

access to food rather than inadequate supply is the
primary cause of  hunger.48  Indeed, food production
world-wide has kept far ahead of population growth
for the last several decades,49 and many of the
developing countries experiencing chronic
undernourishment are net food exporters.50  People go
hungry because they are poor – because they lack the
resources with which to grow or purchase food.51

Consequently, efforts to solve the problem of  hunger
in the developing world must target poverty and
inequality.

Second, poverty and undernourishment in
developing countries are concentrated in rural areas.52

Approximately 75 percent of the poor in the
developing world
are rural dwellers.53

Most are small
farmers whose
livelihoods depend
on selling their
agriculture
output.54  Thus,
policies and
programs that
provide food to
developing
countries free of
charge or at
subsidized prices
may exacerbate
hunger by
depressing
agricultural

commodity prices and depriving poor farmers of  the
income needed to pay taxes and to buy vital consumer
goods not produced on the farm.55

Third, economic diversification and
industrialization are essential to poverty alleviation
and to the promotion of  food security.56  A food-
secure country is one that can grow, import, or obtain
as aid the food necessary to meet the needs of its
population.57  The most food-insecure developing
countries are those that rely on a small number of
primary agricultural commodities to finance the
importation of food products and manufactured
goods.58  Poor harvests, fluctuations in world market

Chemical-intensive, monocultural farming

practices have triggered a wide range of

environmental problems in both developed and

developing countries, including diminution of

agricultural productivity, soil degradation,

contamination and depletion of freshwater

reserves, and loss of biodiversity.
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prices for agricultural products, and the declining
terms of  trade for agricultural commodities vis-à-vis
manufactured goods can interfere with the ability of
these countries to purchase food and other essential
items in international markets and can deprive these
countries of export earnings needed for productive
investment.59  According to the U.N. Food and
Agriculture Organization, as many as 43 developing
countries in sub-Saharan Africa, Latin America and
the Caribbean depend on agricultural exports for over
half of export revenues and depend on a single
agricultural commodity to generate over 20 percent of
total foreign exchange earnings.60

Fourth, biological diversity is necessary for
ecosystem health and for the integrity of  the world’s
food supply.61  The cultivation of  uniform crop
varieties (in lieu of planting diverse crops and diverse
genetic strains of a particular crop) increases
vulnerability to pest and disease infestation, depletes
the soil of vital nutrients, promotes dependence on
harmful agrochemicals, increases the risk of
catastrophic crop failure in the event of a blight, and
adversely affects human nutrition by reducing the
variety of foods consumed.62  Thus, economic policies
that directly or indirectly promote monocultural
production techniques jeopardize the biological
diversity necessary to protect the health and resilience
of  the world’s agroecosystems.63

In order to understand the relevance of these
points to contemporary trade and agricultural policy,
it is important to examine the historic roots of hunger
and ecologically unsustainable farming practices in
the developing world.

II.  The Colonial Legacy:  Agricultural
Trade and Production in Historical
Context

The patterns of trade and production that
produce undernourishment and environmental
degradation in the developing world have their

origins in colonialism.64  Colonialism relegated the
colonized “periphery” to production of raw materials
for the benefit of the colonizing “core.”65  By the late
19th century, places as diverse as India (cotton

producer), Cuba (sugar producer), Egypt (cotton
producer), Argentina (beef and wheat producer), and
Ghana (cocoa producer) had come to specialize in the
production of primary agricultural commodities for
export.66  After political independence, many
developing countries continued to specialize in agro-
export production and to import manufactured
goods.67  This economic specialization diverted prime
crop land in developing countries from food
production to cash crop production and encouraged
reliance on food imports to satisfy domestic
nutritional requirements.68  Economic specialization in
agro-export production also degraded the
environment by replacing biodiverse agroecosystems
with monocultures that required large amounts of
chemical pesticides and fertilizers.69  This economic
specialization deprived developing countries of the
stable and steady revenue stream needed for
productive investment by subjecting their export
earnings to the vagaries of the weather, the
fluctuations in world markets for agricultural
commodities, and the declining terms of  trade for
agricultural commodities in relation to manufactured
goods.70  Finally, in the developing countries that
practiced plantation agriculture, colonialism
concentrated land ownership in the hands of  the rural
elite (and subsequently foreign and domestic agro-
export enterprises), and relegated small farmers to
marginal, ecologically fragile lands.71

In the aftermath of  the Second World War, the
Green Revolution extended monocultural production
techniques in developing countries from cash crops to
food crops.72  As a consequence of  the Green
Revolution, the world’s food supply came to rely on
an increasingly smaller number of crops and on a
narrower genetic base.73  Farmers throughout the
developing world abandoned traditional biodiverse
cultivation techniques in favor of  uniform seeds,
chemical fertilizers, and synthetic pesticides
manufactured by transnational corporations
headquartered in the industrialized world.74  In
developing countries, the environmental and food
security consequences of the Green Revolution
included agrochemical contamination of surface
waters and groundwater, increased pesticide-related
death and illness, soil degradation, loss of ecosystem
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biodiversity, loss of  traditional food crops, and
increased vulnerability of the food supply to pests
and disease.75

The Green Revolution was an immense success
from the standpoint of food production,76 but it
exacerbated hunger in the developing world by
aggravating poverty and inequality.77  First, the Green
Revolution was inherently biased against poor farmers
in developing countries because the new seeds only
produced high yields in response to the application of
expensive inputs unaffordable to many farmers,
including synthetic fertilizers, chemical pesticides,
and irrigation systems.78  Second, the increase in food
production resulting from the Green Revolution
depressed agricultural prices, and thus deprived small
farmers in developing countries of  the cash income
necessary to purchase agricultural inputs, pay taxes,
and purchase goods not produced on the farm.79

Many small farmers abandoned the land, and rural
poverty and hunger increased.80  Indeed, one review
of over 300 published reports on the Green
Revolution concluded that 80 percent of these
reports found that the Green Revolution aggravated
rural poverty and inequality in developing countries.81

Third, the Green Revolution’s emphasis on increasing
food production was often promoted as an alternative
to land reform and other redistributive measures82 –
the very reforms that have been credited in
subsequent studies with poverty alleviation, rural
development, and enhanced food security in the
developing world.83

The pauperization of  small farmers in the
developing world was exacerbated by United States
Public Law 480 (the so-called “Food for Peace
Program”),84 which depressed agricultural prices in
developing countries by making U.S. surplus
agricultural production available to developing
countries at reduced prices or free of charge as food
aid.85  Furthermore, farmers in the developing world
were harmed by the lavish agricultural subsidies
maintained by the United States and other
industrialized countries (which placed additional
downward pressure on world agricultural commodity
prices) and by the tariff and non-tariff import barriers
that impeded developing country farmers from
obtaining access to developed country markets.86  In

sum, the Green Revolution, Public Law 480, and the
subsidies and import barriers maintained by the
United States and other industrialized countries
increased hunger in the developing world by
depressing food prices, rendering small farmers
destitute, and depriving developing countries of badly
needed export earnings.87

The following section examines the impact on
undernourishment and environmental degradation of
the free market economic reforms adopted by
developing countries in the 1980s and 1990s under
the auspices of  the IMF, the World Bank, and the
WTO.  While these economic reforms did not create
the patterns of agricultural trade and production that
promote hunger and environmental degradation in the
developing world, the reforms nevertheless reinforced
these harmful trade and production patterns.

III.  The IMF, the World Bank and the
WTO:  Institutionalizing a Double
Standard in Agricultural Trade

In the decades following World War II, the United
States and other industrialized countries
generously subsidized domestic agricultural

production, and utilized a wide array of tariff and
non-tariff  import barriers to protect domestic farmers
from foreign competition.88  By contrast, the majority
of developing countries lacked the resources to
subsidize agriculture and generally taxed farmers in
order to finance industrialization.89 The 1947 General
Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (1947 GATT)
contained a variety of exceptions and omissions that
compromised its ability to curb industrialized
countries’ agricultural subsidies and import
restrictions.90  Thus, free market reforms in the
agricultural sector did not commence until the
imposition of  structural adjustment programs on
developing countries by the IMF and the World Bank
in response to the debt crisis of the 1980s and until
the entry into force of the WTO Agreement on
Agriculture in the mid-1990s.91

The debt crisis of the 1980s had its origins in the
1973 quadrupling of  petroleum prices by the
Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries
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(OPEC).92  In response to OPEC price increases,
many non-oil-producing developing countries
borrowed money from the major commercial banks in
order to finance the importation of petroleum-based
agricultural inputs as well as the petroleum needed for
industrialization.93  Eager to earn interest on the oil
revenues deposited in their coffers by OPEC nations,
the commercial
banks actively
encouraged
developing country
borrowing.94

Regrettably, many of
the loans were
contracted at
variable interest
rates, and the loan
proceeds were often
misappropriated by
developing country
elites or squandered on ill-conceived industrialization
projects and weapons purchases.95  When the second
OPEC oil price increase in 1979-80 caused interest
rates to skyrocket, many developing countries
borrowed money simply to repay the debt on old
loans.96  Agro-exporting countries were particularly
affected by rising oil prices, soaring interest rates, and
mounting debt because the 1979-80 oil price shock
coincided with a sharp decline in world market prices
for agricultural commodities.97  As foreign exchange
earnings dropped, many developing countries were
unable to repay their debts.98  By the mid-1980s,
nearly three quarters of Latin American countries and
two thirds of African countries were operating under
structural adjustment programs overseen by the World
Bank and the IMF in order to guarantee loan
repayment.99

The structural adjustment programs mandated by
the IMF and the World Bank exacerbated the problem
of agro-export specialization in the developing world
by requiring developing countries to increase
agricultural exports in order to boost the foreign
exchange earnings available to service the foreign
debt.100  In addition, the IMF and the World Bank
required developing countries to slash subsidies, to
lower tariffs, and to eliminate non-tariff import

barriers.101  As a consequence of  structural
adjustment, agricultural policy in many developing
countries came to be characterized by a high level of
market openness102—in sharp contrast to the
protectionist policies of  industrialized countries.103

Because structural adjustment was not imposed on
industrialized countries, these free market reforms in

the developing
world instituted a
double standard that
plagues the
agricultural sector to
this day:
protectionism in
wealthy developed
countries; trade
liberalization in poor
developing
countries.104

Structural adjustment had a negative impact on
food security and the environment in developing
countries.  First, the withdrawal of  agricultural
subsidies, the reduction of  extension services, and the
elimination of subsidized credit slashed the income
of  poor farmers and made agricultural inputs
increasingly unaffordable.105  Second, the reduction or
elimination of  import barriers undermined the
livelihoods of  small farmers by subjecting them to
unfair competition from highly subsidized U.S. and
EU agricultural producers.106  Third, structural
adjustment reduced food security at the national level
by glutting world markets with competing developing
country exports, thereby depressing the foreign
exchange earnings required by developing countries
for the purchase of food and other essential items not
produced domestically.107  At the same time, the one-
sided nature of  structural adjustment permitted
industrialized countries to continue to exclude
developing country farmers from developed country
markets and to use subsidies to undermine the
competitiveness of developing country exports in
world agricultural markets.108  Finally, the emphasis on
agro-export production harmed the environment in
developing countries by promoting the expansion of
chemical-intensive, monocultural production
technique.109

The structural adjustment programs mandated

by the IMF and the World Bank exacerbated the

problem of agro-export specialization in the

developing world by requiring developing

countries to increase agricultural exports in

order to boost the foreign exchange earnings

available to service the foreign debt.
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The express objective of the WTO Agreement on
Agriculture was to “establish a fair and market-
oriented agricultural trading system” by requiring the
reduction over time of  subsidies and tariffs.110

However, the Agreement perpetuated the double
standard discussed above by permitting developed
countries to continue to utilize certain trade-distorting
agricultural subsidies (subject to reduction over a
specified period) while prohibiting developing
countries that did not historically employ these
subsidies from doing so in the future.111  Indeed, the
Agreement was riddled with ambiguities that enabled
developed countries to evade the Agreement’s subsidy
and tariff reduction requirements and to maintain
high levels of  agricultural protectionism.112  Total
subsidies for agriculture in industrialized countries
increased after the Agreement on Agriculture came into
effect—from $304 billion in 1986-88 to $324 billion
in 2001-2003.113  In addition, tariff barriers in
developed countries for imported agricultural
products remained high.114  Tariffs in developed
countries were particularly high on processed food
products, thereby depriving developing countries of
the opportunity to diversify their economies by
moving into higher value-added processed agricultural
commodities.115  By contrast, many developing
countries had already eliminated non-tariff barriers
and significantly reduced tariffs on imported
agricultural products pursuant to IMF and World
Bank-mandated structural adjustment policies.116  In
effect, the WTO Agreement on Agriculture
institutionalized the pre-existing double standard in
world agricultural trade:  protectionism in developed
countries; trade liberalization in developing
countries.117

As a consequence of this double standard, the
United States and the European Union are currently
wreaking havoc on the livelihoods of  poor farmers in
the developing world by dumping agricultural
products on world markets at below the price of
production.118  For example, the United States is
exporting wheat at prices 28 percent below the cost
of production; soybeans at prices 10 percent below
the cost of production; corn at prices 10 percent
below the cost of production; cotton at prices 47
percent below the cost of production; and rice at

prices 26 percent below the cost of production.119

Industrialized country subsidies and protectionism
cost developing countries approximately $24 billion
per year in foregone agricultural and agro-industrial
income.120 Notwithstanding its historic advocacy of
agriculture-led development strategies, even the
World Bank has acknowledged in a recent publication
that “a development strategy based on agricultural
commodity exports is likely to be impoverishing in the
current agricultural policy environment . . . .”121

IV.  Will Eliminating the Double
Standard Solve the Problem?

Many proponents of agricultural trade
liberalization would agree with much of the
above analysis, but would argue that the

solution is to “level the playing field” by requiring the
United States, the European Union, and other
industrialized countries to curtail and eventually
eliminate agricultural subsidies and to reduce tariffs
on imported agricultural products.122  In other words,
the claim is that free market reforms, if  implemented
in an even-handed manner in both developed and
developing countries, would address the market
distortions and inequities identified in Part III.123

Reducing industrialized country agricultural
subsidies and import barriers would benefit
developing country farmers in the short run, but
would ultimately reinforce the patterns of trade and
production that contribute to hunger and
environmental degradation in the developing world.
The short-term benefits of  agricultural trade
liberalization include higher prices and higher
revenues for farmers, enhanced incentives for
domestic food production, increased export earnings,
and diversification into food processing (if
industrialized country tariffs that escalate according
to the degree of processing are eliminated).124

However, formal equality among vastly unequal
trading partners is likely to sharpen rather than reduce
existing inequities.125  Trade liberalization, even if
applied in an even-handed manner to both developed
and developing countries, is likely to perpetuate
hunger and environmental degradation in developing
countries in the long run for three reasons.
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First, the trade-liberalization requirements
imposed under the auspices of the WTO Agreement
on Agriculture and pursuant to IMF and World Bank-
sponsored structural adjustment programs are
designed to address market distortions caused by
government intervention, but fail to address the
market distortions caused by the domination of
agricultural trade by a small number of transnational
corporations.  For example, five agrochemical
companies control over 65 percent of the global
pesticide market.126  Five grain-trading corporations
control over 75 percent of  the world’s cereals trade.127

Similar market concentrations exist for other
commodities.128  The market power of  these
corporations allows them to extract monopolistic
prices for key agricultural inputs and to dictate prices
for agricultural outputs – to the detriment of small
farmers who are essentially price-takers caught in the
vise of two groups of powerful transnational
enterprises.129  Even if  industrialized-country
agricultural subsidies and import barriers are lifted,
developing country farmers cannot compete
effectively with transnational agribusiness.130

Structural adjustment and the WTO Agreement on
Agriculture constrain the ability of developing
countries to use subsidies to nurture domestic agro-
export or food processing industries or to use import
barriers to protect domestic farmers from foreign
competition.131  By ignoring the distortions caused by
market concentration in the agricultural sector and by
depriving developing countries of important tools to
mitigate this problem, agricultural trade liberalization
reinforces the economic dominance of transnational
agribusiness at the expense of the poor in the
developing world.

Second, developing countries will be required to
make significant economic concessions in order to
persuade industrialized countries to reduce
agricultural subsidies and import barriers.  Many of
these concessions, such as further reductions in
industrial tariffs and greater market access for
manufactured goods, threaten to erode the already
limited ability of  developing countries to intervene in
the economy in order to promote those industries
most likely to contribute to economic development.132

Contrary to the free market prescriptions of  the IMF,

the World Bank, and the WTO, nearly all
industrialized countries (including the United States,
Germany, France, Japan, and the United Kingdom)
achieved their economic might through the use of a
broad array of  state interventionist measures, such as
subsidies, tariffs, state financing of important
industries, and even state-sponsored acquisition of
intellectual property through industrial espionage.133

Most recently, the Newly Industrializing Countries of
South Korea and Taiwan successfully industrialized
their economies through the use of tariffs, subsidies,
technology transfer requirements, and regulation of
foreign investment.134  Under the guise of “leveling
the playing field,” the free market reforms advocated
by international trade and financial institutions (even
if applied prospectively in an even-handed manner to
both developed and developing countries) will
reinforce the economic subordination of the
developing world by depriving developing countries
of the protectionist tools used by developed countries
to diversify and industrialize their economies.  These
tools include the deliberate promotion of those
industries most likely to enhance long-term national
economic welfare based on contemporary market
conditions (as opposed to historically imposed
patterns of raw material production) and based on
each country’s unique endowment of  natural and
human resources.135  Thus, the economic concessions
that developing countries must make in order to
secure agricultural trade liberalization are likely to
perpetuate the patterns of agro-export specialization
rooted in the colonial past that contribute to poverty
and hunger.136

Third, the reduction or elimination of agricultural
subsidies and tariff barriers is anticipated to make
farming less remunerative in the United States and
the European Union and to produce a shift of large-
scale agro-export production to lower cost producers
in the developing world.137  The expanded cultivation
of export monocultures in developing countries
would likely produce serious ecosystem harm by
eroding crop diversity, accelerating deforestation, and
encouraging the over-utilization of pesticides,
fertilizers, and irrigation water.138  Increased agro-
export production in developing countries is also
likely to benefit large-scale, highly capitalized
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commercial growers at the expense of  small farmers,
thereby increasing poverty and hunger.139  Because
market prices for agricultural commodities do not
reflect these “externalities,” it would be a mistake to
regard the shift of agro-export specialization to the
developing world as “efficient.”  Indeed, such an
approach would disregard the ways in which agro-
export specialization impoverishes developing
countries, destroys the livelihoods of  small farmers,
and degrades the natural resource base necessary for
food production.

Neoclassical trade theory is largely based on David
Ricardo’s theory of  comparative advantage, which
advocates specialization by each country in those
commodities best suited to it by virtue of natural or
historical circumstances and trade among countries
for the commodities not produced domestically.140

Thus, from a neoclassical trade theory perspective,
countries with abundant natural resources and little
capital should capitalize on their “comparative
advantage” by specializing in the production of
primary agricultural commodities and purchasing
manufactured goods from industrialized countries.141

Unfortunately, the agro-export specialization
promoted by neoclassical trade theory is
fundamentally at odds with the economic
diversification required for food security and with the
biological diversity necessary for ecosystem health.
Neoclassical trade theory neglects to recognize that
extending the principle of specialization from the
factory to the field jeopardizes long-term agricultural
production by degrading the soil, depleting freshwater
resources, increasing the vulnerability of the food
supply to pests and disease, and encroaching upon
forests and wetlands that provide valuable ecosystem
services.142  Similarly, rigid adherence by the IMF and
the World Bank to neoclassical notions of
“comparative advantage” in agro-export production
have condemned many developing countries to
poverty and hunger by precluding the implementation
of forward-looking development strategies designed
to achieve economic diversification and
industrialization.143  Thus, even if the playing field
were “leveled” by removing agricultural subsidies and
import barriers in developed countries, the economic
specialization promoted by neoclassical trade theory

would nevertheless produce poverty, hunger, and
environmental degradation in the developing world.

V.  Alternative Approaches to
Promote Environmental Justice

Reform of  international trade policy must begin
by re-conceptualizing trade as a means to
important social ends (such as food security

and ecological sustainability) rather than an end in
itself.  The right to food is enshrined as a basic human
right in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights144

and in the Covenant on Economic, Social and
Cultural Rights145  Likewise, the Convention on
Biological Diversity recognizes the intrinsic value of
biodiversity, its important role in providing for the
food, health and other needs of human beings, and
the paramount obligation of each state to protect the
practices, knowledge and innovation of indigenous
and local communities relevant for the conservation
and sustainable use of  biodiversity.146  International
trade law must be harmonized with the right to food
and with the related goal of  protecting biodiversity.
For the reasons explained in the preceding section,
international trade law cannot be reconciled with food
security or ecological sustainability as long as its
single-minded objective is the elimination of
government intervention in order to maximize agro-
export specialization.

Second, the promotion of food security in
developing countries requires economic
diversification and industrialization.  Eliminating the
double standards that systematically benefit
transnational agribusiness at the expense of small
farmers in the developing world is an important first
step in a larger reform agenda, but it will not achieve
food security in developing countries in the absence
of measures to facilitate economic diversification and
industrialization.  Rather than restricting the ability of
developing countries to engage in strategic
intervention in order to foster long-term economic
development, the rules governing international trade
should be changed to permit developing countries to
utilize the very protectionist instruments historically
used by developed countries to achieve their
economic might.  Developing countries must secure
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the flexibility to utilize a wide array of protectionist
instruments to nurture infant domestic industries,
promote food security, protect the environment,
preserve the livelihoods and ways of  life of  small
farmers and indigenous communities, and forge
dynamic links between foreign investment and the
local economy.

Third, the rules
governing international
trade should address the
distortions in global
agricultural markets
caused by transnational
corporations.
International
agricultural trade is
conducted by a handful
of large corporations –
not by farmers or countries.  In order to ensure that
international trade benefits farmers, consumers and
developing countries, international trade rules should
be modified to target the concentrations of corporate
power that can lead to monopolistic abuse.

One way to implement the proposals outlined
above is for developing countries to work collectively
in the current round of WTO negotiations to modify
the rules governing international trade.  Indeed,
developing countries walked out of the WTO
negotiations in Cancun, Mexico, in September 2003,
to protest the intransigence of the United States and
the EU on the question of  agricultural subsidies.147

The negotiations did not resume until the United
States and the EU made concessions on this point.148

Developing countries have also pressed for an
exception to the WTO rules that would permit
developing countries to use protectionist measured
designed to promote food security and rural
development.149  Notwithstanding the small victory in
Cancun, it is immensely difficult to hold together a
coalition of highly heterogeneous developing
countries with conflicting interests and priorities in
the face of intense pressure from the United States
and the EU for further economic concessions.
Furthermore, the closed door, secretive nature of
WTO negotiations and the aggressive bullying and
arm-twisting of  developing countries by industrialized

countries make it difficult for the concerns of
developing countries to be adequately addressed.150

A second approach is for developing countries in
the Western Hemisphere to band together into a
regional trade pact as a counterweight to the
economic power of the United States and the

European Union.  Some
commentators have
pointed to the key role of
Brazil in the collapse of
the WTO negotiations in
Cancun, Mexico, and in
the ongoing negotiation
of  the Free Trade Area
of the Americas (FTAA),
and have suggested that
Brazilian president Inacio
Lula da Silva is actively

promoting a vision of regional integration in Latin
America as an alternative to the FTAA.151

Regrettably, the Lula administration has been mired in
a corruption scandal, and the prospects of  bold
initiatives on the part of the Brazilian president have
therefore dimmed.152

A third approach is for individual developing
countries to defy free market orthodoxy.  Cuba, for
example, achieved an unprecedented degree of food
security in the last fifteen years by rejecting agro-
export specialization as a development strategy,
promoting economic diversification, prioritizing food
production for the domestic market, and endorsing
and supporting organic and semi-organic farming
techniques.153  However, Cuba’s unique national
experiment with sustainable agriculture was a
response to the economic crisis occasioned by the
collapse of the socialist trading bloc and the
tightening of  the U.S. economic embargo, and was
facilitated by Cuba’s economic isolation, including its
exclusion from major trade and financial institutions
(such as the IMF, the World Bank, and regional trade
agreements).154  It is unclear whether this experiment
will survive once the U.S. embargo is lifted and Cuba
is reintegrated into the world trading system.155  Most
recently, Argentina’s extraordinary recovery from its
December 2001 economic collapse was attributed, at
least in part, to the decision by the Peronist-led

Reform of international trade policy

must begin by re-conceptualizing

trade as a means to important social

ends (such as food security and

ecological sustainability) rather than

an end in itself.
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