Roundtable with CSO Leaders

On the Food Prices Crisis

Washington DC, Friday, May 23 2008, MC 13 121

Notes of Meeting
A round table discussion on the global food crisis took place on May 23, 2008 with leaders of about 30 civil society organizations (CSOs) at the World Bank Headquarters. It was attended by Mr. Robert. B. Zoellick, President of the World Bank Group, and chaired by Ms. Ngozi Okonjo-Iwela, Managing Director. 
Also present were Mr. Dominique Strauss Kahn, Managing Director of the International Monetary Fund, Ms. Anne Veneman, Executive Director of UNICEF and Mr. David Nabarro, UN Assistant Secretary-General and Deputy Coordinator of the High Level Task Force on the Global Food Crisis, and Mr. Lars Thunnell, CEO of the IFC. The list of all participants is attached to this note. 
Some CSO participants were also linked by video and audio conference from Abuja, Brussels, Buenos Aires, Chandigarh, Dakar, Geneva, Kiev, London, Los Angeles, New Delhi, Oxford, Paris and Santiago,  

Ms. Okonjo-Iweala said the food crisis required organizations to work together and to share information and know-how. She acknowledges the contributions of CSOs in poverty alleviation and disaster relief, and outlined the purpose of the meeting, namely to share information about the WBG’s efforts to address the crisis in the context of its our own work and the UN Secretary General’s International Task Force; for the agencies to learn from CSO assessments and plans; and to explore how we can collaborate in assisting the most vulnerable. 

Ms. Veneman reiterated the emergency nature of the food crisis, urged collaboration and follow up of this dialogue, and highlighted the need to focus on women and vulnerable groups in addressing the crisis. 

Mr. Zoellick outlined the WBG’s plans including the establishment of the Global Food Crisis Response Program, country needs assessments and budget support. He asked the CSOs for ideas on what could be done for small farmers, and for them to highlight the World Food Program’s needs in their engagement with their governments, to share on-the-ground assessments with the donor agencies, and to contribute ideas on collaboration for the short, medium and long-term response agendas. He stressed the need to understand the energy-food linkage better.  
Mr. Strauss Kahn asked for CSO help in mobilizing government action and funding for the WFP, and talked about possible responses including targeted transfers and provision of agricultural inputs for small farmers.  

A number of CSO participants welcomed the initiative of the Bank in focusing attention on the food crisis, and in convening this dialogue early in the crisis. Most described the crisis as a problem of access and affordability, and said the problem needed to be tackled at the micro level as much as the macro. Appropriate policy instruments should be devised to address the long term needs.  
CSO offered various analyses. Two Indian CSOs linked the food crisis to the policies of the WBG and IMF, which had put “too much faith in the market” and led to the collapse of the agricultural sector in some affected countries. The Ukrainian CSO focused on its country’s export ban which has caused the surplus food it produces to go to waste. 
Others cited a mix of factors such as growth in demand, biofuels, rising energy costs, and agricultural subsidies in the rich countries. They said the problem was also structural and could have environmental and security consequences. The medium and longer term solution should therefore concurrently address agricultural, trade, climate change and biofuels policies. 

CSOs also cited insufficient attention paid by the Bank to agriculture and said more funding was needed in local agriculture. Suggestions focused on moving away from large scale agriculture and putting small farmers and women farmers at the centre of the solution. 

The participant from Brussels proposed the restructuring of the multilaterals involved in food policy, and vesting responsibility for food policy in one agency. In addition to taking seriously the recommendations of the IAASTD report, CSOs recommended more research and wider dissemination of the already existing knowledge on the various nuances of the food crisis. 

They said research needed to factor in the present and future effect of climate change on food production, foster a better understanding of the effect of energy prices and biofuels on food production and prices, and, focus on crop and livestock diseases.
CSOs also said there is a need to change the way hunger and malnutrition are tackled, more money being necessary – but not sufficient. They shared experiences on the ground and made several recommendations, including the following:
· The emergency food aid that is sent needs to take into account the needs of women and children under 2, who have different nutritional needs
· The aid structure needs to move away from food aid and towards cash so that local farmers are not crowded out
· The processes needs to be streamlined (they welcomed the Bank’s work on this) to ensure faster response
· Any financing needs to be additional and not substitutive
· Responses should tackle the bottom 70% because of the sheer scale of the rise in food prices which threatens both low and middle income families

· Support CSOs which are assisting farmers in harvest storage management, and help women to participate more fully in food marketing decisions, and,
· Help create forums at which CSOs can engage governments on policies and programs. 
Attending CSOs expressed interest in working together with the institutions to tackle the food crisis. They said, with proper coordination, the organizations represented could garner most of the resources needed.  Participants identified several areas for possible collaboration: 
· Create coalitions that are more effective in leveraging government support.

· Roll out similar dialogues at the country level
· Bridge the micro and macro levels
· Share country level information and assessments generated by the various actors

· Create a shared portal on the web to facilitate information sharing (WBG0
· Sustain CSO involvement in the process including creating a CSO space at the FAO meeting in Rome.

· Model CSO involvement after the International Health Partnership Plus (IHP+) example. 

In closing Ms Okonjo Iwela thanked participants for the frank and productive exchange. She said she would request the Bank’s Regional Vice Presidents and Country Directors to help foster national dialogues involving the CSOs, and encouraged the CSO leaders to do likewise encourage their counterparts to initiate action in the countries. She said she hoped this dialogue would continue. 
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