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In the first of a series of interviews with LAB affiliates, we asked Professor Olivier 

De Schutter, as he comes to the end of 6 years as the UN Special Rapporteur on the 

Right to Food, what the key concerns are that undermine the exercise of the right 

to food, how change has taken place, and where we might next put our research 

energies. 

 

What does trade liberalization as currently practiced represent to the most vulnerable in 
developing countries? 

The basic idea justifying trade liberalization is that through the expansion of trade and the 

deepening of the international division of labour, economic growth will be fuelled and countries will 

be able to finance social protection and create employment at home. That was the view behind the 

"embedded liberalism" (John G. Ruggie's expression) typical of the Bretton-Woods order that 

followed the Second World War. 

This idealized view presents a number of major weaknesses, however, that are particularly visible in 

the area of food and agriculture. A major problem is that this view grossly underestimates the 

tension between the short term and the long term considerations that guide States in the 

commitments they make to remove barriers to trade. The deepening of the international division of 

labour, though it may bring about certain immediate benefits, may not work in favour of the long-

term development of poor countries, and their ability to promote the full realization of human 

rights. In the 1950s, working under the leadership of Raúl Prebisch, the United Nations Economic 

Commission for Latin America already expressed the concern that countries that export raw 

commodities may have to export increasing volumes in order to import the manufactured products, 

with a higher added technological value, that they are unable to produce themselves. Thus, in the 

long term, the removal of barriers to trade, which accelerates the specialization of each country into 

the kind of production in which it has a comparative advantage, will not benefit the least 

industrialized countries. That, in essence, is what later came to be known as the Prebisch-Singer 

thesis of deteriorating terms of trade. It leads to the idea that international trade, replicating the 

patterns of colonialism, may in fact accentuate the dependency of developing countries on the 

former colonial powers, and make it impossible for these countries to overcome the obstacles to 

development. These views were recently revived, with some variations, by economists such as Erik 

Reinert and Ha-Joon Chang, who note that rich countries have become rich thanks to the protection 

of their nascent industries, and that they now preach free trade to developing nations because, 

having climbed up the ladder of development, free trade has become in their interest. Globalization, 

these economists remark, has benefited countries – such as Brazil, Chi
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The point is not that raw commodities shall always sell cheap, and higher-added-value products 

dear: as the boom in commodities over the past ten years has shown, such an evolution of the terms 

of trade is by no means inevitable. The problem is the risk that specialization entails. For developing 

countries that did not diversify their economies and whose industrial sector was still too weak at the 

time when their economies opened up to global trade, it has often meant the relegation to a 
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standards. Currently, a number of certified smallholders are only able to remain within the system 

thanks to donor support. This is not sustainable.  

The agribusiness sector could take proactive steps to change this. As a first step, the sector could 

carefully assess the impact of private standards on the right to food. This is true for the standards it 

has adopted in the past and for those it is planning to adopt in the future. Such assessments should 

be carried out with the participation of smallholders themselves, who are better placed to identify 

the obstacles they may be facing in seeking to comply. Second, the sector should recognize the 

limitations of and move beyond the inspection/audit approach. Indeed, this approach does not assist 
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hunger (composed of 19 ministerial departments/institutions) and establishing a National Council of 

the crusade against hunger, an inclusive body allowing for a permanent dialogue with the private 

and social sectors, the academic community, and international actors.  

The remarkable progress achieved over the past decade in Latin America is the result of the 

combined efforts of civil society, social movements, parliamentarians, and national human rights 

institutions. The UN Food and Agricultural Organization's (FAO) support to the Iniciativa América 

Latina y Caribe Sin Hambre also played a major role, together with the support given to this process 

by the FAO Right to Food Unit and the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human 

Rights (OHCHR), including though its country and sub-regional offices in the region. The role played 

by parliamentarians is particularly noteworthy. Many of them are connected through the Frente 

Parlementario contra el Hambre, which serves as a network for sharing best practices between 

national parliaments to encourage the drafting and adoption of legislation that improves the 

protection of the right to food. A number of parliamentary fronts have also been established at the 

national level. Those fronts have been strengthened by initiatives taken by regional parliamentarian 

institutions such as Parlasur, Parlatino, Parlandino, Parlacen and FOPREL. In November 2011, the 

Central American Parliament also created a Sub-regional Front. 

 

LSE's Laboratory for Advanced Research on the Global Economy (LAB) has as its objectives 

to provide a hub for creative work across disciplines and from theory to practice on issues 

central to concerns around justice under conditions of globalisation.  How might the LAB’s 

mandate help inform your research? 

A key area for future research is to assess the impacts on hunger and malnutrition of improved 

accountability mechanisms and legal, institutional and policy frameworks that support the right to 

food. The increasing recognition of the importance and usefulness of a legal and policy framework 

grounded on the right to food reflects a growing understanding that hunger is not simply a problem 

of supply and demand, but primarily a problem of a lack of access to productive resources such as 

land and water for small-scale food producers, of limited economic opportunities for the poor, 

including through employment in the formal sector, of a failure to guarantee living wages to all 

those who rely on waged employment to buy their food, and of gaps in social protection. Yet, more 

empirical research is required to strengthen the case for the right to food. 

We are not starting from nowhere
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adopting strategies specifically aimed at combating hunger and poverty. Third, civil society 

participation and empowerment was essential, by contributing to the sustainability of policies across 

time and by improving their acceptance and impact among affected populations. Fourth, multi-

phased approaches have been the most effective, as allowed by multi-year national strategies 

combining both short-term interventions and long-term approaches to nutrition. Fifth, the 

establishment of institutions monitoring progress has proved essential in ensuring that the political 

http://www.lse.ac.uk/humanrights/thelab

