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Environmental deterioration includes a long and expanding list of major and multiple dysfunctions that
feed on each other (White 1993), increasing the chain
of vulnerabilities. In the specific case of land degradation and desertification, its huge economic and social
costs, and ultimately, implications for peace and security, have not been given adequate recognition. There
is also a common misperception that desertification is
a ‘natural’ problem of advancing deserts in faraway
developing countries. In reality, it is about the loss of
the land’s biological productivity. In terms of its global reach, the drylands include approximately one
third of the Earth’s surface and more than one hundred countries. Over 250 million people are directly
affected by desertification, while one billion are at
risk.
With regard to the causal chain that leads to desertification, this has been analysed at length and with
different findings. The suggested causes include
drought and climate change as well as human-induced
factors such as over-cultivation, over-grazing and deforestation, which have to be seen in the broader context of population dynamic, poverty and external constraints imposed by the global economy. None of
these causes can explain the process by itself. However, there is a strong correlation between food insecurity, poverty, population dynamic, and land degradation.

The phenomenon of land degradation, desertification
and drought has major bearing on the potential of the
arable lands to produce adequate food for human
consumption. Depending on the source or the
method of calculation, it is estimated that between 40
million and 115 million people are directly affected by
food insecurity. Under nourishment, however, is a
much wider problem. Although the proportion of the
world population affected has steadily declined, the
total number of people going hungry has actually increased and is currently above 500 million persons.
The recent world food crisis has brought into the
spotlights another important aspect of natural resource scarcity, namely that of endangering human
rights. Many of the ongoing conflicts and crises have
been considered also as results of the impact of serious drought, desertification and land degradation
with rising conflict over deteriorating resources. Together with the Special UN Rapporteur on the Right
to Food, the secretariat of the United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification (UNCCD) released a study at the 16th session of the CSD in May
2008 in New York (Ziegler/UNCCD 2008).
In several countries there is difficulty to access
food due to unprecedented price hikes for commodities, but also due to emerging impacts climate change
resulting in frequent and severe desertification, land
degradation and drought (DLDD). Inflated international food prices have already lead to food riots in
some countries, while the most vulnerable are also
seeing the food aid process being threatened by this
economic context. However, available information indicates that occurrences of food shortages, hunger
and malnutrition are prevalent in those regions of the
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world, in South Asia and Sub-Saharan Africa, where
people are least dependent on imports from the
world markets. Hunger is caused in these countries
not only by high international food prices, but often
by local level conditions, especially rural poverty, arable land degradation, desertification and frequent
droughts that result in low agricultural productivity.
Most of the actual hunger takes place in the villages
and in the countryside, and it persists even when international food prices are low. Food crisis grows primarily out of the low productivity of the practiced
subsistence farming, mostly undertaken in inherently
marginal and degraded lands, with highly unreliable
rainfall, remotely located from the markets and public
services and infrastructures, without improved seeds,
nitrogen fertilizers and irrigation in the event of a
drought.
Water availability plays a major role in determining
the production and availability of food in developing
countries and regions, where crop production is
mostly dependent on the rainfall. Inadequate water resources availability, more often than not tends to lead
to food shortages and food insecurity owing to a drop
in agricultural production and famine that in turn lead
to forced human migration and loss of life.
The international community should face this crisis through structural actions. Subsidizing agricultural
inputs or food aid will not last. Measures on sustainable land management and soil protection must be implemented under a clear strategy of returning investments to rural areas. Developing countries, particularly those affected by drought and desertification
should be encouraged and supported. to propel the
expansion of domestic agricultural production
through effectively reversing the processes of land
degradation and desertification and returning degraded arable land to crop production, improving local level infrastructure and distribution and storage
systems and removing policy distortions that discourage food production.

Desertification and Poverty
Also contributing to the exacerbation of desertification is poverty, which is most prevalent among rural
populations. According to the World Bank, nearly 75
per cent of the poorest populations live in rural areas,
and a large majority of them depend on agriculture
for daily subsistence and income. In drylands, the
fragile ecosystems make it hard to accumulate a surplus in agricultural production, and poor households

are forced to extract more from their lands than can
be sustained in the long term. Overexploitation and
burdening of land results in the impoverishment of
soils, leading to the vicious downward spiral of increasing desertification and rising poverty. Thus the
poor become both the agent and the victims of land
degradation and desertification.
The shrinking availability of arable land for food
production, a reduced supply of safe water, a growing
number of forced migrants, and conflicts induced by
scarcity of natural resources or the aggravated impact
of national catastrophes are all factors that shed a
sharper light on the combined effects of poverty and
land degradation.

Desertification and Migration
The loss of livelihoods and natural resources sets in
motion a train of events leading from poverty to migration to conflict, to disastrous effects. Traditional
ways of life are eroded; disputes over land and natural
resources arise. Sometimes, the affected populations
have no choice but to leave their homes to make a living elsewhere. Uncontrolled, large-scale rural to urban
migration can strain the social order in towns and cities, particularly by swelling the ranks of the urban unemployed or underemployed. Such a mass displacement of people, particularly in cases of severe food
shortage, can place enormous strain on the existing
social structures in recipient areas, leading to social
unrest.

Desertification as a Threat to Security
Increased environmental degradation, meanwhile, has
enhanced the destructive potential of natural disasters
and in some cases hastened their occurrence. The dramatic increase in major disasters witnessed in the last
50 years provides worrying evidence of this trend.
More than two billion people were affected by such
disasters in the last decade, and in the same period
the economic toll surpassed that of the previous four
decades combined. If climate change produces more
acute flooding, heat waves, droughts and storms, this
pace may accelerate. However, rarely are environmental concerns factored into security, development or
humanitarian strategies.
The United Nations has a role to play in this regard. It remains the most universal institution of multilateralism and provides a forum where sovereign
states can come together to share burdens, address
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common problems, and seize common opportunities.
Conflicts resulting from competition over scarce resources also have the potential to escalate into interstate violence. From this viewpoint, desertification is
seen as a threat to national security. The perception of
national security must therefore be enlarged, so as to
include awareness of mounting threats to the global
environment. Environmental strains that transcend
national borders are already beginning to break down
the boundaries of national sovereignty.
Desertification, according to the report of the Millennium Ecosystem Assessment (2005a) is one of the
greatest environmental challenges and a major impediment to meeting basic human needs in drylands.
With 90 per cent of the drylands population of almost two billion people living in developing countries, the report also cites desertification as “potentially the most threatening ecosystem change
impacting the livelihoods of the poor.”
The United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification (UNCCD) has been acknowledged as a
major player in achieving the MDGs, particularly with
regard to the eradication of poverty. Moreover, with
desertification having played a role in sparking off 10
of the last armed conflicts in arid lands (Baechler
1995), it is an example of an international treaty,
which addresses a global challenge that could pose a
steadily increasing threat to international security and
geopolitical stability.
In a concerted effort to combat desertification
and thus ensure the long-term productivity of inhabited drylands, 193 parties have now joined the UNCCD. Its aim is to promote effective action through
innovative action programmes and supportive international partnerships.
Adopted in 1994, the Convention is moving towards implementation, with affected countries beginning to carry out national, sub-regional, and regional
action programmes. Criteria for preparing these programmes are detailed in the treaty’s five “regional implementation annexes”: Africa, Asia, Latin America
and the Caribbean, the Northern Mediterranean, and
Central and Eastern Europe. Drawing on past lessons,
the Convention states that these programmes must
adopt a bottom-up approach. They should emphasize
participation processes and the creation of an ‘enabling environment’ designed to allow local people to
help themselves to reverse land degradation.
Governments remain responsible for creating this
enabling environment, however, by making politically
sensitive changes, such as decentralizing authority,
improving land tenure systems, and empowering
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women, farmers, and pastoralists. They should also
closely collaborate with relevant non-governmental
organizations and community based organizations in
the UNCCD implementation processes. In contrast
to many past efforts, these action programmes are to
be fully integrated into national policies for sustainable development. They should be flexible and modified as circumstances change. Desertification can only
be reversed through profound changes in local and
international behaviour. Step by step, these changes
will ultimately lead to sustainable land use and food
security. Combating desertification, then, is really just
part of a much broader objective: the promotion of
sustainable development in fragile ecosystems, and
the positive implications for national and international security.
Reducing the risk to security by confidence-building desertification, land degradation and drought are
amongst the main threats to ecosystem change. The
potential of including desertification within the security debate does not lie in merely identifying how desertification acts as a cause for instability and conflicts. Rather, the focus on desertification brings forward a new type of confidence-building measures that
can effectively reduce the risks to security. A more holistic defence concept would involve supporting international agencies in focusing on food security and
poverty eradication within the context of drought and
scarcity of resources, as they make an important contribution in preventing conflicts. The development of
a global political coalition, which abandons traditional assumptions and combines security, energy, and
sustainable environmental development as well as
poverty alleviation, can contribute significantly to our
common objective of peace and stability.

Desertification and Climate Change
Synergies between the UNCCD National Action Programmes, which are building bridges between development and environment policies, and the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change
National Adaptation Programmes of Action, present a
unique yet still untapped - opportunity to establish
comprehensive policy instruments. Such an integrated
approach to tackling desertification and climate
change will have multiple benefits, especially for the
poor in the world’s drylands, who are suffering most
from the double blow of desertification and climate
change.
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Linking the activities of the two conventions
rather than designing, implementing and managing
climate policy separately from combating desertification makes sense from an efficiency and mainstreaming perspective. In countries with scarce financial and
human resources this is particularly true. Indeed, coordinating mitigation and adaptation strategies to address aspects of climate change and desertification in
one stroke is needed to facilitate the development of
innovative poverty reduction strategies, strengthen the
adaptation capacities of vulnerable lower income
groups, and fight climate change through carbon sequestration and emission reductions.
Carbon sequestration projects in the wide expanses of dryland agro ecosystems, for example,
could have significantly greater benefits than expected
through soils conservation. The sequestration of carbon in these soils has the potential to counter degradation and increase the productivity and sustainability
of these ecosystems. These projects could also provide significant social benefits by increasing food security, which in turn would promote better habitat conservation. Local population could therefore mitigate
climate change while combating desertification and
protecting biological diversity.

The Ten-Year Strategic Plan: Framework
for Implementation of the UNCCD
(2008 - 2018)
The Ten-Year Strategic Plan and framework to enhance the implementation of the United Nations
Convention to Combat Desertification (UNCCD)
(2008–2018), adopted by its Parties at the Conference
of the Parties (COP 8) in Madrid in September 2007,
is the latest manifestation of the international community’s resolve to address the problem of land degradation and desertification as a major barrier in the fight
against poverty in many parts of the globe.
This UNCDD Strategy recognizes that combating
desertification, land degradation and drought
(DLDD) is a global environmental challenge, which
deserves a specific momentum and strong international mobilization. This new UNCCD Strategy is to
provide a global framework to support the development and implementation of action programmes and
policies to prevent, control and reverse desertifica-
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tion/land degradation and mitigate the effects of
drought.
The main objectives of the Strategy include actions
to improve both the living conditions of affected populations and the conditions of affected ecosystems; to
generate global benefits through effective implementation of the Convention, and to mobilize resources
to support the implementation process through building effective partnerships between national and international actors.

Facing Environmental Change by
Combating Desertification
Desertification is a major factor contributing to global
environmental change in arid and semi arid regions. It
contributes to the degradation of agricultural land
that becomes also scarcer due to the population dynamic. Both often result in environmental stress. Desertification is also closely linked with several humaninduced natural hazards, such as drought, that often
trigger famines. In some cases, both the cause (desertification) and the impact (drought, famine) have
posed complex threats, challenges, vulnerabilities and
risks to human and national security, confronting the
affected people often with a “survival dilemma”
(Brauch 2004, 2005, 2006, 2008c), either to stay on
their degraded land or to move to the urban centres
or to emigrate to other countries and supporting the
families left behind with remittances. In a few cases
these complex interactions may have contributed to
conflicts with low levels of violence, in others they
may have fostered cooperation within and between
countries.
The UNCCD operates today in an environment,
which has evolved considerably since the Convention
was first negotiated and faces different opportunities
and constraints. The policy environment has changed
since Rio as a result of the outcome of the World
Summit on Sustainable Development (WSSD) and
the adoption of the Millennium Development Goals
(MDGs). The newly adopted UNCCD Ten-Year strategic plan offers an historical opportunity to make a
lasting contribution to the achievement of sustainable
development, particularly goal number one regarding
the eradication of extreme poverty and hunger.
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Box: Background information on UNCCD and on the UNCCD Secretariat in Bonn
The Convention
In 1977, the United Nations Conference on Desertification (UNCOD) adopted a Plan of Action to Combat Desertification (PACD). The United Nations Environment
Programme (UNEP) concluded in 1991 that the problem
of land degradation in arid, semi-arid and dry sub-humid
areas had intensified, although there were "local examples
of success".
The United Nations Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED) in Rio de Janeiro in 1992 supported an integrated approach to the problem, emphasizing action to promote sustainable development at the
community level. It also called on the United Nations
General Assembly to establish an Intergovernmental Negotiating Committee (INCD) to prepare, by June 1994, a
Convention to Combat Desertification, particularly in Africa. In December 1992, the General Assembly agreed and
adopted resolution 47/188.
The Convention was adopted in Paris on 17 June 1994
and entered into force on 26 December 1996. It is the
only international legal instrument to address the issue of
desertification and now counts 193 country Parties.
The UNCCD Secretariat
The permanent Secretariat of the UNCCD was established in 1997. It has been located in Bonn, Germany,
since January 1999, and moved to the new UN campus in
July 2006.
The functions of the secretariat are to make arrangements
for sessions of the Conference of the Parties (COP) and
its subsidiary bodies established under the Convention
and to provide them with services as required. One key
task of the secretariat is to compile and transmit reports
submitted to it.
Pursuant to the adoption of the UNCCD Ten-Year Strategic Plan (2008–2018), the Secretariat undertook a comprehensive process of corporate review and structural adjustment, which aims not only at providing enhanced
substantive services to the Conference of the Parties and
its subsidiary bodies, but also upgrading its analytical and
knowledge-brokering functions. In this regard, the Secretariat encourages coalition building and system-wide cooperation to enhance support at all levels. It further facilitates the treatment of emerging issues, new mechanisms
or legislative tools to support sustainable land management. Support to the strengthening of the scientific basis
of the UNCCD process is amongst the main areas of
work of the secretariat, with focus on assisting the Committee on Science and Technology to bring forth scientific and technological excellence and standard setting.
UNCCD activities are coordinated with the secretariats
of other relevant international bodies and conventions,
such as the UN Framework Convention on Climate
Change (UNFCCC) and the Convention on Biological
Diversity (CBD).

Desertification in the world

Access to regional and country overviews at:
http://www.unccd.int/regional/menu.php
National, Sub-regional and Regional Action Programmes
National Action Programmes (NAP) are one of the key instruments in the implementation of the Convention and
are strengthened by Action Programmes at Sub-regional
(SRAP) and Regional (RAP) levels. National Action Programmes take a participatory approach, with direct involvement of the affected local communities. They spell
out the practical steps and measures to be taken to combat desertification and to promote sustainable development in arid ecosystems.romote sustainable development
in arid ecosystems.
Youth in the UNCCD implementation processes
The UNCCD has facilitated a number of initiatives in recent years in the fight against desertification. Significant
among these are 'youth and environment' projects in different parts of the world. These are seen as particularly
valuable, because as the future generation, young people
will manage the scarce natural resources as well as suffer
the severe consequences of environmental degradation,
including poverty and unemployment.
Reforestation projects undertaken by Argentina, China
and Mozambique, for example, accomplish a number of
objectives. While helping to preserve the environment,
they also create income-generating activities for young
people in areas of high unemployment. The projects also
increase the capacity of these communities to implement
sustainable development policies in the framework of the
UNCCD National Action Programmes.
In addition, the projects have been implemented in areas
where they can address the issues of poverty, land degradation, carbon sequestration and loss of biodiversity at
the same time, thus strengthening synergies between the
Rio Conventions on Desertification, Climate change and
Biodiversity.
Secretariat of the United Nations Convention to
Combat Desertification (UNCCD)
Hermann-Ehlers Strasse 10
D-53113 Bonn
Germany
Tel: +49 228 815 2800
Fax: +49 228 815 2899
Email: secretariat@unccd.int
Website: www.unccd.int

Facing Global Environment Change and
Disaster Risk Reduction
Sá
lvano Briceño1

Environmental disruptions are generally recognized as
an increasingly important factor of migration. The
linkage between population displacement, environmental change and vulnerability to natural hazards has
been a topic of growing concern to the international
community. Environmental disruption is recognized
as both a cause and a consequence of population
movements. It is a cause when people can no longer
gain a secure livelihood in their homelands and are
obliged to flee, having no other alternative. It is a consequence when environmental degradation results
from the mass movement of people, both in the departure and the receiving areas.
This environmental disruption can take many
forms: brutal or slow-onset, natural or man-made, due
to a single or cumulative change. For example, the
projected impacts of drought and global warming in
the drylands of Africa are overwhelmingly negative
and it will have significant impacts on human livelihoods, health, water resources, agricultural production and food security, as well as nature-based tourism. If we are to succeed in ensuring environmental
security in the face of great challenges to the sustainability of our planet, the United States and the European Union must firmly commit to serving as international leaders in devising and abiding by practical and
appropriate multilateral approaches for preserving the
environment.
People affected by well-publicized environmental
disasters like the 8 October 2006 earthquake in Pakistan, the 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami or the U.S. Gulf
Coast hurricanes benefit from the mobilization of private and public sector generosity and humanitarian relief. Countless millions of others around the world,
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however, are uprooted by gradual environmental
change like desertification, land degradation and sea
level rise. Forced to move elsewhere, these displaced
people receive comparatively little support such as
food, tools, shelter, medical care and grants, and are
not even recognized as “refugees”. There are international mechanisms to assist those fleeing wars or conflicts but there is nothing right now to deal with environmental refugees. We should prepare now, to
define, accept and accommodate this new breed of
‘refugee’ within international frameworks. The term
‘environmental refugee’ must be carefully defined and
distinguished from economic migrants, who depart
voluntarily to find a better life but may return home
without persecution. But defining an environmental
refugee is a contentious issue.
People often believe that nearly all environmental
disasters are disasters caused by natural hazards when
in fact they are the result of human actions, such as
unsustainable use of natural resources, unplanned urban growth, lack of awareness and institutional capacities, insufficient land use planning, housing, infrastructures located in hazard prone areas, ecosystem
degradation, and so on. Even in the case of natural
events like hurricanes, building a city like New Orleans below sea level in a known hurricane zone was a
human decision that led to an environmental and human catastrophe. Worries about toxins in the environment and the costs of rebuilding will likely mean that
a large percentage of people displaced from New Orleans will never move back.
Chief among the slow-moving disasters is land
degradation or desertification, where croplands and
pastures – because of mismanagement enhanced by

The copyright holder for the photo is National Geographic, Natalie Biraben and Tom Wagner SM from whom the permission has been obtained.
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changing climate, – can no longer support the people
that live there. Millions of people in Africa and Asia
have been forced off their land, and where states cannot cope, the international community has to step in.
On the issue of environmental security, migration
and disasters resulting from increased vulnerability,
like so many global challenges, my duty as Director of
the United Nations International Strategy for Disaster
Reduction (UN/ISDR) is to ensure that those countries experiencing disasters due to vulnerability to natural hazards, particularly in the developing world, find
their voice, and that their voice is heard. During the
second World Conference on Disaster Reduction
(WCDR, Kobe, Hyogo, Japan, 18–22 January 2005),
more than 160 governments agreed on the Hyogo
Framework for Action 2005 – 2015: Building the Resilience of Nations and Communities to Disasters. The
Hyogo Framework carries a strong commitment and
ownership of governments and regional, international
and non-governmental organizations to reduce the
vulnerability to hazards by 2015. All relevant actors
coming from different development sectors (health,
education, agriculture, tourism, etc.), national disaster
management systems, business sector, academic, scientific and technical support organizations have now
proceeded to ensure effectiveness in translating the
hopeful expectations of the Hyogo Framework into
the practical measures at international, regional, national, and community levels, and tangible activities
by which progress in disaster reduction must be measured.
The Hyogo Framework puts forward three strategic goals which may serve as guiding principles in any
efforts to advance future education for disaster reduction. It calls for the integration of disaster risk reduction into sustainable development policies and plan-

Sálvano Briceño
ning; the need to develop and strengthen institutions
and capacities to build resilience to hazards; and the
systematic incorporation of risk reduction practices
into emergency preparedness, response and recovery
programmes.
Most importantly, it provides a basis that commits
governments as well as regional, international, and
non-governmental organizations to reduce disaster
risks through a range of possible approaches and activities presented in five priority areas for action:
1. Governance – to ensure that disaster risk reduction is a national and local priority with strong
institutional basis for implementation;
2. Risk identification – to identify, assess and monitor disaster risks and enhance early warning;
3. Knowledge – use knowledge, innovation and education to build a culture of safety and resilience at
all levels;
4. Reduce underlying risk factors that increase the
likelihood of disasters by involving (‘mainstreaming’) disaster risk awareness
5. Strengthen disaster preparedness for effective
response.
To be sure, the challenges we face are vast. Today,
there are millions of so-called eco-migrants who leave
their homes every year because of the creeping reach
of the world’s deserts or the destruction of natural resources that once guaranteed jobs and a way of life.
The potential for political instability from drought,
famine or forced migrations as a result of desertification is enormous. Millions could be forced to flee
their homes and seek new lands for agricultural production. Only by embracing global approaches in
team efforts can we solve the global problems that
threaten the planet and our future.

Climate Change and Security:
A Destablizing Fact of Life
Michael Zammit Cutajar
Former Executive Secretary, UNFCCC
Honorary Ambassador for Climate Change, Malta

In his 2004 apocalyptic fiction movie The Day After
Tomorrow, director Roland Emmerich included a
touch of humour, showing inhabitants of the U.S. of
a reversing of the usual migratory flow and crossing
the Rio Grande southwards as they flee their freezing
homeland. In his award-winning documentary An Inconvenient Truth, Al Gore shows a 20-foot sea-level
rise sweeping in tsunami-like and engulfing Manhattan, as well as Shanghai and other mega-cities.
Tongue-in-cheek humour in the one case, dramatic licence in the other no doubt – but both sending the
same message: climate change will destabilize life as
we know it and spread a new insecurity around the
globe.
Climate change is an unequivocal fact. Human activity has been destabilizing the global climate. The resulting changes, mostly negative in their impacts on
society and on ecology, are taking place faster than expected. There is an urgent need for action to contain
this trend over the next two or three decades if it is to
remain within manageable limits this century. Even
within those limits, societies everywhere will have to
take stock of the expected changes and adapt to
them. Those, in a nutshell, are the messages coming
to us from the world’s scientists, with ever-greater
force and confidence, in the fourth assessment of the
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC
AR4 2007). That is the source of the political furore
that breaks out from time to time over what is to be
done, when and by whom.
Climate change has made it to Hollywood. Not
only through a politician turned media star, but also
through a media star turned politician: Governor Arnold Schwarzenegger has placed California where it
likes to be, at the cutting edge of a new trend, in this
case a political one. Indeed, the impacts of climate
change and the responsibility for doing something
about them are entering the strategic vision of politi-

cal leaders around the world. The effects of climate
change fall preponderantly on the supply of food and
water, the mainstays of life. The response to climate
change is intertwined with the secure supply of energy, the heartbeat of the economy on which a decent
and hopeful life depends. Sea-level rise induced by
global warming will eat away at living space on low-lying islands and mega-deltas. Climate change will exacerbate natural disasters – hurricanes, floods, droughts
– that disturb life, sometimes snatching it away prematurely.
How does this look in the eye of the ordinary family, living way below the political heights? It depends
essentially on that family’s wealth or poverty. Rich
people – like rich countries – tend to believe they can
buy their way out of most problems, although the altruistic among them seek to do well. For poor people,
problems accumulate beyond their control. Climate
change is one of these - an additional factor of stress
and vulnerability in their already precarious lives. In
areas of existing food and water stress – the Sahel, the
Horn of Africa for example – the effect of global
warming gives another push towards the decision to
make the dangerous migration to the hope of a better
life in distant lands. Globally, hundreds of millions of
people will face that decision on account of their
changing climate.
Adding all this up, climate change has come to be
recognized as yet another threat to the prospect of a
peaceful and relatively stable world, aggravating tensions over access to food, water and energy and over
population movements. Addressing climate change is
now an unavoidable part of the continuing struggle by
governments and people to make our world a better
place.
What is the cause of the problem? We all are.
From the exhaust of the luxury limousine to the wood
fire inside an impoverished hut, from the rotting
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waste of the consumer society to the exhalations of a
subsistence rice paddy, much of human activity contributes to the accumulation of gases in the atmosphere that have kicked off a warming trend, departing
from the temperature pattern of the previous millennia. This human impact – known as the greenhouse effect - has been a by-product of demographic and economic growth since the start of the industrial era. But
clearly an ethical distinction needs to be drawn between the emissions of plenty and those of poverty.
Thus, the historical responsibility for human-induced climate change is not evenly distributed. The
countries now riding high on global prosperity account for the bulk of accumulated emissions of greenhouse gases, in aggregate and per capita, with the
U.S.A. at the top of the heap. It is they that have the
responsibility and the capacity to take the lead in
changing technologies and consumption patterns so
that prosperity may be enjoyed with less damage to
the environment.
But reality is not black-and-white. Even if the presently rich countries were to wave their technological
wands and conjure up ‘zero emission’ life-styles, climate change would continue to be fuelled by the economic growth of the developing world unless technological change is wrought there too. The populous
powerhouses of the emerging world – notably China
and India - run on dirty fuels using old technologies.
The avarice of power combines with the desperation
of poverty to strip tropical forests that could otherwise serve to absorb greenhouse gases naturally. In
showing the climate-friendly way ahead, the rich
world must also provide financial and technological
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incentives for the rest to follow. And support must be
provided, in a spirit of solidarity, to the vulnerable
people and countries least able to cope with and
adapt to the impacts of climate change.
For 20 years, the protection of the global climate
has been on the international agenda. It was my country, Malta, that brought the issue to the United Nations in 1988. Since that time, the IPCC has been
working to provide regular assessments of the science
of climate change and its impacts. The world’s governments have set up a framework for cooperation: the
1992 UN Framework Convention on Climate Change
(UNFCCC) and its 1997 Kyoto Protocol. The latter,
aiming to start off the reduction of greenhouse gas
emissions by the industrialized countries, has been
hindered by its rejection by the current President of
the USA.
But the year 2007 has brought new encouraging
signs. The confirmation of the Stern Review that prevention is better than cure – the finding that investing
now in curbing greenhouse emissions will cost much
less than repairing climatic impacts ex post – has sent
a very strong and positive message around the world’s
capitals and boardrooms. This has been reinforced by
the vigour of the IPCC’s latest findings. With the European Union in the vanguard, the year 2007 has seen
a resurgence of efforts to launch a multilateral attack
on climate change with all the major players on
board, developed and developing. There are now high
hopes of a new global deal by 2009. Although negotiated with other concerns in mind, this will make an
important contribution to enhancing global security.

Facing and Coping with Globalization: How Ten Years
of WTO have Created an Agrarian Crisis in India
Vandana Shiva1

WTO: An anti-democratic Agenda Beyond
Trade
The World Trade Organization (WTO) came into existence as an outcome of the Uruguay Round of the
General Agreement on Trade and Tariffs (GATT).
The Uruguay Round changed the definition of trade
dramatically. In the pre-WTO period, international
trade rules governed trade in goods outside national
borders. The WTO became an undemocratic instrument for interference into domestic economies, and it
did not just change the nature of trade but the nature
of production, and social and political patterns
through which societies govern themselves. Trade and
commerce were disembodied from society and democracy. New issues introduced in the Uruguay
Round such as intellectual property, food and agriculture, services and investment are actually redesigning
society to suit corporate interests without the consent
of the people.
Global trade rules, as enshrined in the WTO’s
Agreement on Agriculture (AOA) and in the Trade
Related Intellectual Property Rights (TRIPs) agreement, are primarily rules of robbery, camouflaged by
arithmetic and in legal terms. In this economic hijack,
the corporations gain, and people and nature loose.
During the Uruguay Round, India led the resistance
against the introduction of new issues. The Uruguay
Round was concluded through a non-negotiated, takeit-or-leave-it text drafted by Arthur Dunkel, the then
Director General of WTO.
The global reach of corporations to take over the
resources of the poor of the Third World is made possible not just by reduction and removal of tariffs, one
of the goals of the WTO. It is facilitated by the re1

moval of ethical and ecological limits on what can be
owned as private property and what can be traded.
The WTO’s overall goal of promoting ‘market competition’ serves two functions. Firstly, it transforms all aspects of life into commodities for sale. Culture, biodiversity, food, water, livelihoods, needs and rights are
all transformed and reduced to markets. In this way,
globalization is completing the project of colonization
that led to the conquest and ownership of land and
territory. Biological resources and water, the very basis of life’s processes, are being colonized, privatized,
and commoditized.
Agriculture, which is still the primary livelihood
for three quarters of humanity and two thirds of India, and which is as much a cultural activity as an economic one, is also threatened by ‘trade liberalization’,
driven both by the structural adjustment programmes
of the World Bank and the IMF, and by the WTO’s
Agreement on Agriculture. The globalization of food
and agriculture systems, in effect, means the corporate take-over of the food chain, the erosion of food
rights, the destruction of the cultural diversity of food
and the biological diversity of crops, and the displacement of million from land-based, rural livelihoods.

WTO Disputes: Dismantling People’s
Rights to Seeds and Food
Two of the earliest WTO disputes were brought by
the U.S against India. The first was the TRIPS dispute
which forced India to change its patent laws, the second was the QR (quantitative restrictions on imports)
dispute, which forced India to remove its protection
against dumping and cheap imports.

The copyright holder for the photo is Nic Paget-Clarke <http://www.inmotionmagazine.com/shiva.html>.
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TRIPS and Seed Monopolies
To understand the flaws of TRIPS, it is important to
know that this agreement is essentially the globalization of Western patent laws that historically have been
used as instruments of conquest. The word ‘patents’
derives from ‘letters patent’ – the open letters granted
by European sovereigns to conquer foreign lands or to
obtain import monopolies. Christopher Columbus
derived his right to the conquest of the Americas
through the letter patent granted to him by Queen Isabel and King Ferdinand of Spain.
The US Patent Laws are based on the takeover of
knowledge. One outcome was that broad patents
were granted in the US for steamboats – in spite of
the steam engine having been invented and patented
by James Watt in Scotland fifteen years before.
The US has continued to ignore the pre-existence
and use of inventions in other countries when granting patents. Thus, paradoxically, a legal system aimed
at preventing ‘intellectual piracy’ is itself based on legitimizing piracy. This system is codified in Section
102 of the US Patent Act of 1952, which denies patents
for inventions that are in use in the US but allows patents for inventions in use in other countries unless
they have been described in a publication. If somebody in Europe was operating a machine and you, in
good faith, independently and without knowledge of
its existence, developed your own invention of essentially the same machine, that fact would not prevent
you from obtaining a patent in the US.
In addition, the US has created unilateral instruments such as clause Special 301 in its Trade Act to
force other countries to follow its patent laws. Thus,
a country that depended on borrowed knowledge for
its own development of industrial power has acted to
block such transfer of knowledge and technology to
other countries.

Introduction of TRIPS
During the Uruguay Round of the GATT, the US introduced its flawed patent system into the WTO, and
thus imposed it on the rest of the world. U.S corporations have admitted that they drafted and lobbied on
behalf of TRIPS. As a Monsanto spokesman said
“The industries and traders of world commerce have
played simultaneously the role of patients, the diagnosticians, and prescribing physicians.”
TRIPS not only made Intellectual Property Rights
(IPR) laws global geographically, but also removed
ethical boundaries by including life forms and biodi-
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versity into patentable subject matter. Living organisms and life forms that are self-creating were thus redefined as machines and artefacts made and invented
by the patentee. IPRs and patents then give the patent
holder a monopolistic right to prevent others from
making, using or selling seeds. Seed saving by farmers
has now been redefined from a sacred duty to a criminal offence of stealing ‘property’. Article 27.3 (b) of
the TRIPS agreement, which relates to patents on living resources, was basically pushed by the ‘Life Science’ companies to establish themselves as ‘lords of
life’.
The chemical companies of the world have bought
up seed and biotechnology companies and reorganized themselves as life science corporations, claiming
patents on genes, seeds, plants and animals. Ciba
Geigy and Sandoz have combined to form Novartis,
Hoechst has joined with Rhone Poulenc to form
Aventis, Zeneca has merged with Astia, Dupont has
bought up Pioneer HiBred, and Monsanto now owns
Cargill seeds, DeKalb, Calgene, Agracetus, Delta and
Pine Land, Holden and Asgrow. Eighty per cent of all
genetically engineered seeds planted are Monsanto’s
‘intellectual property’. And Monsanto owns broad
species patents on cotton, mustard, soya bean – crops
that were not ‘invented’ or ‘created’ by Monsanto but
have been evolved over centuries of innovation by
farmers of India and East Asia working in close partnership with biodiversity gifted by nature.
The disastrous impact of WTO in creating seed
monopolies has already been felt in India. India’s 1970
patent act has been amended three times and there is
an attempt to introduce a new seed law which would
destroy biodiversity and farmers rights. The epidemic
of farmer’s suicide is the real barometer of the stress
under which Indian agriculture and Indian farmers
have been put by globalization of agriculture. Growing indebtedness and increasing crop failure are the
main reasons that the farmers have committed suicide
across the length and breath of rural India. The suicides by farmers highlights these high social and ecological costs of the globalization of non-sustainable
agriculture which are not restricted to the cotton
growing areas of these states but have been experienced in all commercially grown and chemically
farmed crop in all regions. While the benefits of globalization go to the seeds and chemical corporation
through expanding markets, the cost and risks are exclusively born by the small farmers and landless peasants.
Globalization and privatization of the seed sector
have eroded farmers seed supply and seed supplied by
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the public sector. While the entry of private seed companies is justified on grounds of increasing farmers
options and choices, by making farmers look down
on their own varieties as inferior and by eroding the
capacity of the public sector, globalization has in effect created a seed famine. Monopolies have contributed to farmers suicides as we analyse in our report
Seeds of Suicides. As a consequence of the farmers’
suicides and high seed costs, the Andhra Pradesh Government brought a case against Monsanto / Mahyco
before the Monopolies and Restrictive Trade Practises
Commission (MRTPC).
Monsanto enjoys a monopoly on production, supply and marketing of Bt. Cotton seed in India. The
firm operates through its subsidiary – Mahyco. From
the last few years, the company has been charging a
‘trait value’ (price fixed for research and development
on Bt. Cotton seed, which can resist local pests) at Rs.
1750 per pack of 450 grams of seed. The multinational
corporation (MNC) gets the seed for Rs. 300 per
pack of 750 grams from the farmers who grow it under the company’s supervision. The government has
challenged the validity of the ‘trait value’ in the court
and demanded its abolition. The government has also
demanded Rs. 400 crore from the company, which it
collected from the farmers.
The MRTPC directed the Mahyco-Monsanto to
reduce the ‘trait value’ to a reasonable extent. The
MNC tried to approach the Supreme Court to stay
the order of the MRTPC. But, the apex court refused
to grant a stay. Meanwhile, the Andhra Pradesh Government had convened a meeting of the seven other
states – Orissa, Karnataka, Maharashtra, Tamil Nadu,
Madhya Pradesh, Punjab and Haryana. It was decided
in the meeting to bring pressure on Monsanto to reduce the price of Bt. Cotton seed so that farmers are
not overburdened by the exorbitant price. The Andhra Pradesh Government’s contention is that the high
price of the Bt. Cotton seed is one of the reasons for
distress among farmers. More than 2000 farmers
committed suicide in the last eight years in Andhra
Pradesh alone and most of them were cotton growers.
In a parliamentary debate the government admitted the more than 100,000 farmers had committed
suicide in the last decade. Rising costs of seeds and
other inputs, combined with falling prices of agricultural commodities are the primary cause of indebtedness and indebtedness is the primary cause of
farmer’s suicide. Both the rise in costs of production
and decline in prices of farm produce are driven by
the trade liberalization rules of WTO.
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AOA, Renewal of QR’s and Falling Farm
Prices
All over the world, structural adjustment and trade
liberalization have already driven millions of farmers
off the land because of rising costs of production and
collapsing prices of commodities. Instead of supporting policies that help farmers survive, WTO rules are
driving small farmers to extinction and ensuring that
agriculture is controlled by global corporations.
The AOA of the WTO is a rule-based system for
trade liberalization of agriculture that was pushed by
the US in the Uruguay Round of the GATT. However,
these rules are the wrong rules for protecting food security, nature and culture. Instead, they are perfectly
shaped for the objective of corporate rule over our
food and agriculture systems. The AOA rules apply to
countries, even though it is not countries for their
farmers that engage in global trade in agriculture but
global corporations like Cargill. These firms gain
from every rule that marginalizes farmers by removing
support from agriculture. They gain from every rule
that deregulates international trade, liberalizes exports and imports, and make restrictions of exports
and imports illegal. Market openings through the
AOA are therefore market openings for the Cargills
and Monsantos.
The outcome of negotiations for the AOA should
not be surprising, because global agribusiness corporations had tremendous influence on the negotiations. In fact, the U.S delegation was led by Clayton
Yeutter, a former Cargill employee. There are three
components to the AOA
• Domestic Support
• Market Access
• Export Competition
The WTO dispute to remove QR’s was the means to
get across to India’s markets. However, since the rich
countries subsidies their agriculture up to $ 400 billion annually, removal of import restrictions amounts
to removing the protection against cheap imports and
dumping. As a result of subsidies, prices of agricultural commodities have been falling worldwide.
The crisis in cotton is an example of the agrarian
crisis created by globalization. The worst suicides are
taking place in the cotton belts of Vidharbha, Andhra
Pradesh, Karnataka and Punjab. More than 70 countries globally produce and export cotton. Of these,
eight countries are responsible for almost 80 per cent
of global output. The world’s cotton market is dominated by the US, – which is the second largest pro-
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Commodity

1988

1995

1997

2000

2001
(Jan.)

Percent
Change 2001
over 1995

Wheat (US HW)

167

216

142

130

133

-38.2

Wheat (US RSW)

160

198

129

102

106

-46.5

Wheat (Argentina)

145

218

129

112

118

-45.9

Maize (Argentina)

116

160

133

88

80

-50.0

Maize (U.S)

118

159

112

97

92

-22.0

Rice (U.S)

265.7

-

439

271

291

-33.7

Rice (Thai)

284

226

316

207

179

-46.7

Cotton

63.5

98.2

77.5

66

49.1

-50.0

Groundnut Oil

590

991

1010

788

-

-20.5

Palm Oil

437

626

93.5

74.7

-

-88.1

Soya bean Oil

464

479

625

71.4

-

-85.1

Soya bean Seed

297

273

262

199

178

-

Soya bean Seed

110

156

111

102

99

-36.5

Sugar

10.2

13.3

11.4

10.2

9.2

-30.8

Jute

370

366

302

276

-

-24.6

ducer. Support to the cotton sector is greatest in the
US, followed by China and the EU. The combined
support (domestic and export subsidy) provided by
the US government to cotton producers is pegged at
US$ 4 billion. The US subsidy system is based on direct payments to farmers who can sell cotton in world
markets at prices well below the cost of production.
Production costs are US $ 1.70 per kg but its cotton is
sold at US $ 1.18 per kg. Export subsidies for 2005–
2006 amount to US$ 360 million.
The worst losers are farmers in the least developed countries. This subsidy is helping only a few
thousand farmers in the developed nations but is
putting millions of poor Africans and Indians into a
death trap. For example the $ 4 billion subsidy that
the US gives is only meant for 20,000 farmers who
cultivate cotton. Meantime, falling cotton prices are
creating US $ 250 million increased poverty in several
central African countries such as Burkina Faso, Chad,
Mali and Togo.
In India falling cotton prices driven by the removal
of import restrictions are killing our farmers. Before
1990 cotton import and export was totally controlled
by the central government. After the formation of
WTO in 1995, cotton import and export has been
free. But we could not export cotton as prices in international market had fallen to one third from what was
it was in 1994. The cost of production in America of

1 kg of cotton lint is not less than US $ 1.8. But it is
sold in international market at US $ 1.0 per kg. This is
why cotton farmers in India are committing suicide.
Traditionally, India has been a net cotton
exporter. But by 1998, it emerged as a major importer
due to policy changes. Imports were liberalized when
the Cotton Corporation of India’s import monopoly
was terminated in 1991. Now imports are subject to
the Open General License, allowing unrestricted
imports by private traders.
The story of falling prices is repeated in spices, edible oil, and dairy products. Suicides of Wynad farmers are directly connected to imports of spices. According to the Government of Kerala, falling prices
have led to losses of Rs. 2958 crores for coconut farmers, Rs. 695 crores for pepper farmers, Rs. 924 crors
for arecanut farmers, Rs. 388 crore for coffee growers
and Rs. 178 crore for tea grower and Rs. 70 crore for
cardamom growers in 2000–2001. In India, agricultural imports have gone up by 300 per cent during the
last decade. While edible oil imports have increased
by 398 per cent, cotton imports have multiplied by a
whopping 13,153 per cent. Sugar, fruits and vegetables
and spices are some other commodities that have
poured in unchecked. For all agricultural commodities, our study The Mirage of Market Access assesses
that falling prices due to imports have led to annual
losses of Rs. 116200 crores of Indian farmers.
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Changing the Trade Rules
The growing agrarian crisis India is experiencing,
with farmers suicides as the most tragic expression of
the crisis, is a direct result of WTO rules and the
trade liberalization paradigm. It is an imperative to
change these rules to allow for the protection of Indian farmers against cheap imports. This requires reintroducing QR’s. We also need to be able to promote
national and local food security policies. Food and agriculture are issues of livelihood and basic needs, not
mere matters of trade. Across the world, people are
calling for removing agriculture from the WTO.
Similarly, WTO is the wrong place to create rules
for intellectual property. TRIPS must also be removed
from WTO. This is the suggestion from experts and
the call of the movements like the ‘Indian People’s
campaign against WTO’ convened by Mr. S.P. Shukla,
who was Ambassador to GATT during the Uruguay
Round.
The WTO is in deep crisis because it imposed unjust and asymmetric rules on the South. The Seattle
ministerial (1999) failed because of people’s resistance. The Doha Round (since 2001) was negotiated in
the shadow of 9/11. Cancun (2003) failed because the
South organized under the G-20, with India as a leading player, and the G-90 the group of least development countries. Hong Kong (2005) too would have
failed, but this time India and Brazil joined the rich
countries to produce a disastrous draft. The emptiness of the promises made in Hong Kong were born
out by the failure of the WTO negotiations in July
2006.
The Doha round negotiations collapsed once
again at the Mini Ministerial in Geneva on 23rd July
2006. Martin Khor of Third World Network reported
from Geneva that when asked of the Doha Round is
dead or in intensive care, Mr. Kamal Nath, India’s
Commerce Minister, said it is somewhere between intensive care in hospital and the crematorium. Peter
Mandelson, the EU Trade Commissioner, told the
press following suspension of WTO negotiations, “we
have missed the last exit on the motorway.”
The US is being identified by all as responsible for
the collapse of talks, by its refusal to reduce its agricultural subsidies. The US and its corporations were
the driving force behind two agreements of the Uruguay Round, which have the highest impact on the
poor of the Third World. The TRIPS Agreement has
increased the cost of seeds and medicine by promoting monopolies. Thousands of Indian farmers have
committed suicide due to debts resulting from a new
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dependence on costly yet unreliable hybrid and Bt
cotton sold by Monsanto and its Indian partners. The
Agreement on Agriculture (AoA) has destroyed agricultural livelihoods of millions of peasants and food
security of the world’s poor. The Deputy Chairman of
the Planning Commission wants to see an “exit policy
for farmers of India, which in effect means planning
for the destruction of their livelihoods.
The willingness of the US to allow the Doha
Round negotiations to grind to a halt by showing inflexibility in offering to reduce distorting farm subsidies in exchange for increased market access is not because agricultural market access is no longer of
interest to the US. The US does not have to give up
anything multilaterally because it is getting market access bilaterally, often with ‘non-agreements’ like the
US – India Knowledge Initiative in Agriculture, which
is promoting GMOs, agricultural imports and the entry of the US grant Walmart into the Indian retail.
Monsanto, Walmart and ADM are on the board of
the US India Agriculture Initiative.
USAid is interfering directly in India’s gene modification (GM) policies and has financed the push to
commercialize Bt Brinjal, which would be the first
GM food crop approved for large scale commercial
trials and seed production in India. While India’s biosafety assessment framework has no reference to the
unscientific ‘substantial equivalence’ principle, (a principle promoted in the US to avoid looking for the
unique biological impacts of GM foods), the ‘substantial equivalence’ is the basis of Bt Brinjal data submitted by Monsanto-Mahyco to the Genetic Engineering
Approval Committee (GEAC), the statutory body for
granting approvals for gene modified organism
(GMOs). The virus of biosafety deregulation is thus
being subtly introduced into India. GMOs are spreading bilaterally without the WTO, which had to be
used against Europe in the US – EU GMO dispute.
The US biotech agenda is also being internalized
into India’s agricultural policy. The Planning Commission, India’s highest planning body, headed by Montek Singh Ahluwalia is appointing a non-resident, the
US based Dr. Deshpal Verma, Professor of Genetics
and Biotechnology at Ohio, to head a cell to promote
GMOs in agriculture and to increase the role of global corporations like Monsanto in the farm sector. Bilateral deals are thus mutilating into unilateral policies
referred to an ‘autonomous liberalization’.
US agribusiness like Cargill and ADM do not need
WTO’s market access rules anymore to capture India’s markets. As part of the Bush-Singh agreement,
India has been influenced to import wheat, even
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though there was enough wheat produced in India.
And domestic markets too have been captured by
MNC’s like Cargill, Canagra, Lever, and ITC. India’s
food security is being systematically dismantled. Food
prices have increased dramatically, and with it, hunger
and malnutrition. While being presented as an economic power and the new poster child of globalization, India now is the home of one third of the
world’s malnourished children. And the problem of
hunger will grow as peasants are pushed off the land
and food prices increase.
Meantime, corporations like Walmart are trying to
grab India’s retail market, which consists of the smallscale informal sector employing more than 200 million people. Walmart is trying to get into capturing
this large market and has succeeded in getting FDI
pushed through in retail. It is also trying to partner
with Reliance Industry Ltd (RIL), which is planning to
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build new super stores in 784 Indian towns, 1600
farm supply hubs, and move the produce with a 40plane air cargo fleet. The Reliance group has also become the largest land grabber in India, using governments to forcefully acquire hundreds of thousands of
acres of fertile farmland at 1/1000th the market price.
These are the subsidies Walmart is seeking through
partnerships. And Walmart does not need a General
Agreement on Trade in Services (GATS) to take over
retail services in India. Bilateral and unilateral policies
are opening up India’s markets for Walmart. WTO
might be on life support, but ‘free trade’ is alive and
kicking.
Bilateral and unilateral, initiatives are the new avatars of globalization and free trade. And it is these avatars we must challenge to stop corporate rule, while
WTO hangs between intensive care and the crematorium.
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