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HE UN Food ainxd Agricul-

ture Organization (FAO)

is holding a World Food
Summit in Rome. Italy from 13
to 17 November 1996. Heads of
State from close to 200 countries
are expected to gather at FAO
Headquarters to agree on a blue
print for a co-ordinated cam-
paign. in partnership with civil
society and international
organisations. to eradicate

h ;

u"‘#: . | participation of
nattmmarier:d";réla is instrumental
in mobilising all government
ministries and agencies con-
cerned with food security — from
agriculture. fisheries, forest
and environment to foreign al-
fairs. trade. economy and devel-
opment co-operation. This wide
involvement. along with the ac-
tive tion of the NGOs,
the private sector and other
groups, is essential for develop-
ing a sound and realistic draft
plan of action for the Summit
and subsequently for ensuring
achievement of the Summits

The high visibility of the
Summit and its preparatory pro-
cess also serves to draw public
attention to feed security ques-
tions and to stimulate debate in
all sectors of society and in the
media.

As a world forum. the Summit
will take a perspective in
dealing with all aspects of food

security. At the same time it will
address the specific challenges
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faced by different regions ol the
world.

The agreements reached at
the Summit will place food — the
first and flundamental require-
ment for lile — at the top of the
global agenda alongside peace
and stability.

Bangladesh with an area of
147,570 square kilometres and a

pulation of 120 million is one
of the most densely populated in
the world over 750 persons per
kilometre. With per capita Gross
Domestic Product (GDP) of USS
224 Bangladesh is one ol the
worlds poorest countries. It is
also categorised as a low income
food deficit one. Over 50 million
of its population are considered
below poverty line. At present,
annual import requirements are
in the range of 1.5 to 2.0 million
tonnes of foodgrains represent-
ing an average of about 11 per
cent of national consumption.
Even with such heavy imports, it
has not been possible to arrest
the declining trend in food
availability. € per capita in-
take is now mugﬁley 1900 calo-
ries against the normal re-
quirement of 2300. About one
third of the population is
severely malnourished. Since
food grains ?rcm‘de roughly B5
er cent ol the calories in

angladeshi diet, the food
deficits have resulted in large
ents of the population suf-
fering from proteinenergy mal-
nutrition and vitamin defi-
ciency.

Dr. Saidur Rahman Lasker, a Commodity Specialist in the Commodities and Trade Division of

the UN Food and A

iculture Organization, based in Rome, writes that in view of the food

situation in Bangladesh, the World Food Summit has a strong relevance for the country.
Bangladesh can emulate the experience of other countries to tackle its food problem

In view of the crude facts de-
scribed above about the food sit-
uation of the economy of
Bangladesh. the Summit has a
strong relevance for the country.
The relevance arises from the
lact that the Summit is likely to
provide Bangladesh a unique op-
portunity to learn from the expe-
riences of other countries as to
how to tackle its chronic food
shortages problems.

There are many countries
which were in the similar situa-
tion as Bangladesh's but they
have managed to overcome their
l:)rﬂbll:ms. Bangladesh can emu-
ate the experiences of these
countries and tackle its food
problem. Examples of such coun-
tries are India. Tunisia, Costa
Rica. Indonesia and Burkina
Faso. India has had, economic
ground 5.2 per cent per annum
since the early 1980s, three
points above the average annual
population growth for the same
period. This vast and populous
country has maintained a de-
termined effort to develop do-
meslic food production, reduce
aid dependency and improve
household food security over the
past 35 years. The level of hunger
and poverty is still high, but ex-
lensive use of targeted anti-
poverty measures such as public
works and infant nutrition pro-
grammes has reduced vulnera-
bility to famines and preserved a
minimum status of food security,
defined as a situation where
everyone has access at all times
to food need for an active and
healthy life.

Tunisia has undergone rapid
food security improvements
since the beginning of the 1960s.

thanks to a sound underlying
economic and social J:rm:m sig -
nilicantly influenced by public
action, Increases in diet en-
ergy supply — a widely available
inﬁframr of food consumption-
from about 200 calories per per-
son per day to nearly 3500 today,
were achieved essentially
through food imports. Extensive
social safety nets at the house-
hold level have made sure that
even the poorest get enough to
eat.

Costa Rica has steadily im-
proved its food security over the
past 30 years. partly thanks to
the strong government measures
to reduce poverty. This.central
American country, after having
financial and budgetary prob-
lems., had to apply measures to
reduce the imbalances and adopt
a more efficient production
structure. Although less food is
produced domestically now, ex-
port crop production has ex-
panded. which allows more food
to be available to consumers
through imports.

Burkina Faso has pursued a
mix of public policy méasures,
including macroeconomics po-
lices such as the restructuring of
public finance,. soil conservation
and water harvesting. new land
settlement, household level in-
come generation and transler
measures. Since the early 1990s
this land locked West African
nation can boast of a steadily
improving record in the feeding
of its people. though problems
still arise due to its vulnerability
to drought.

In addition, China. Indone-
sia, Thailand. Ecuador and Zim-
babwe have made impressive

progress in feeding their popula-
tions adequately. Their success
can be duplicated in other coun-
tries including Bangladesh pro-
vided the emphasis is on effi-
ciency, effectiveness and part-
nership involving governments,
civil society, particularly non
government organisations and
the private sector. Rural devel-
opment programmes should
strive to improve employment
opportunities, particularly for
the poor, within a diversified ru-
ral economy.

Bangladesh is far behind the
status of the above mentioned
countries in terms of food avail-
ability. However it does not ap-
pear to be in a desperate situa-
tion. The economy has grown by
more than 4 per cent annually
since 1992. The rate of popula-
tion growth has decrea to 2.17
per cent at present against 2.5

r cent in the mid-1970s. Total
ertility has declined from 6.4
children per woman to 3.9, It has
already achieved substantial

ains in foodgrain production

uring the last two decades. Rice,
the dominant crop. increased
from 11.2 million tons in 1970
to an average of 18.2 million
tons in the early 1990s. Wheat
production increased from about
100,000 tons to 1.1 million tons
over Lthe same period.

However, the impact of these
gross production gains has been
seriously eroded by high rates of
population growth. In 1970,
gross rice production provided
the equivalent of 463 grams per
capni.a per day which is equiva-
leril 1o 2000 calories per dayv. De-
spite relatively high produdtion
growth rates, by fiscal year 1989

the equivalent of about 400
grams per capita per day was
produced. After a dramatic rise
to 454 grams in fiscal year 1990,
per capita level again showed
sig18 ol decline from 1993 as rice
production levelled off. Wheat
production has helped to sup-
plement gross foodgrain produc-
tion on, contributing about 25
grams per capita per day in re-
cent years.

There is some scope for ex-
pansion of wheat, production but
with a current high population
g}r]m-.rth rate of over 2 per cent. if
the per capita production decline
is to be reversed. the further sub-
stantial increase in foodgrain
production required will have to
come from rice. The growth in
rice yields in the 1980s was due
to the introduction of high yield-
ing varieties (HYV) of rice and
the adoption of irrigation and
fertiliser technologies which en-
abled intensive use of the dry-
season [Boro) months. There is
still a significant amount of
land suitable for the replace-
ment of local varities with HYV
for boro crop. However, since
1990 the right market signals
did not seem to have been in
place to encourage that process
and maintain the rising rice
prixiuction trend of the 1980s.

Apart from these longer term
lood production issues. for the
[oreseeable future Bangladesh
continues to be particularly vul-
nerable to sudden [loods, cy-
clones and even droughts. all of
which can cause extensive dar-
nage to lood crops and a tempo-
rary deterioration in the lood se-
curity situation.

Commercial imports of

grains fell dramatically in 1991
and 1992, in part because of
bumper rice harvests and over-
flowing of government stocks.
There has been some increase in
commercial imports since, bul
this was well below the amount
needed to cover the gap between
local production and that re-
quired to ensure a consumption
level of 2200 calories per capita
er day. Even at their highest
evels in 1985 and 1988 (when
imports were three to four times
higher*than at present), com-
mercial imports accounted for
no more than 10 per cent of do-
mestic production, and added
only marginally (about seven per
cent) to per capita food require-
ments.
Despite nearly a million
tonne higher projected food pro-

duction for 1996 /97 over that ol

the last season, the country had
to import a bulk amount of food
for the third consecutive year.
This years food import require-
ment is projected to be 1.97 mil-
lion tonnes which is only 490
thousand tonnes less than last
year. Food aid to the country
which is showing trend the past
years. has been targeted at 648
thousand tonnes this year. In its
continuous slide, the food aid to
the country went down from 1.5
million tonnes in 1990/91 to 743
thousand tonnes in 1995/96.

The burden to feed its growing
population with imported food is
very heavy for a poor country
like Bangladesh. The country
therefore needs to make an all
out effort to increase the level of
production ol its food crop to the
maximum extent possible. There
is a potential to do so as the cur-
rent rate of yield for its major
crops is much below the achiev-
able rate. For example, the yield
ol Boro rice remains at 4-4
tonnes per hectare against the
yield rate of 7-8 tonnes achieved
in research stations. For this the
country not only needs to in-

crease its investment in agricul-
ture but also mobilise all kind of
support to increase level of pro-

cluction in the sector.

To invest more in agriculture
Bangladesh needs to campai
for more aid for investment in
agriculture. Mere availability of
aid may not be a sufficient con-
dition to increase agricultural
production in the country. There
is a need for sound government
policies Lo ulilise (he available
aid lor investment in agricul-
ture. Although increase in produc-
tion ol agricullural crops in
Bangladesh is the first condition
to meet its food deficit situation.
it may not be sufficient to make
food available to all those who
need it. To achieve such a goal
there are needs for —

¢ dialogue between govern-
ments and civil sodety in de-
termining national targets. pol-
icy formulation and design of

ractical action to achieve lood
or all;

* public awareness campaigns
on the implications of hunger on
development and lessons for
HI.IIII'CESEfHI assurance of food for
all:

« mobilising civil society to
take action in pursuit of food for
all. in particular the human re-
sources and communication op-
portunities: provided by educa-
tional institutions. religious
groups NGOs;

* people to people fund raising
activities for support of projects
aiming at reducing food insecu-
rity at the household level.

As the main purpose of the
World Food Summit is to develop
awareness about the above men-
tioned actions, participation of
Bangladesh in the Summit is
therelore adequately justified.
The real benefit so its participa-
tion will however be justified on
the dav when Bangladesh is able
to pronounce that it has been
able to provide foord in adequate
qimount to all of its population.

Female Circumcisers Defend "Sacred Practice’

EMALE circumcision is

sacred and life without

it would be meaningless,
according to the Bundo Society.
which represents the Soweis
who carry out the operation in
Sierra Leone.

About 100 Soweis held a
three-day workshop in Free-
town to establish guidelines for
the practice. involving the re-
moval of some or all of the fe-
male genitalia and known to
critics as female genital mutila-
tion.

"We have taken the lead to
discuss a very sacred institu-
tion affecting the lives of our
youth and adult population,’
said Haja I1sha Sasso. president
of the National Council of Mus-
lim Women.

"It is a form of school where
the initiates are taught useful
acts of behaviour, social values
and meaningful life-patterns.”
she commented.

One of the key workshop
recommendations was an end
to media discussion of the issue,
with fines of between 5200 000
and 8500,000 for anyone break
ing the silence

Another is that lemale cir
cumcision should not be per- °
formed on a child under 10

A third, said Council

The death of a 14-yvear-old Egyptian girl after a circumcision operation has increased calls for a
government ban on the practice. But in Sierra Leone. Soweis who do the job have held a three-day
workshop and are calling for legislation to protect the ritual.

Desmond King writes from Freetown

spokesperson and broadcaster
Haja Kadi Johnson. is that any
Soweis carrying out the opera-
tion during holy days and reli-
gious periods — such as Fridavs
and Sundays. and the months
of Ramadan or Lent — should be
fined 8500.000.

Lawyer Eithleen Kamara.

who said she had been subjected
to painful gepital mutilatiop
when she was 10. slo oul of

uﬁ;w:rhnp a8 the, proposals
were read out. e g iy

"The proposals are outra-
geous and smack of attempts to
take us to the Dark Ages.” she
said angrily.

She was not alone. Women s
groups denounced the propos-
als, and accused the Society of
“trying to twist the arms of Par-
liament to enact an unpopular

prr:ﬁ:'m l into law.
ey found the Soclety's

stand particularly disappoint
ing because it follows a recent
decision by 21 Soweis in Mali to
abandon the practice

Said a spokeaman of Sierra
Leone's Medical and Dental As
sociation. "Mutilators are hid

Under the knife

® Number of women who
suffer female genital mutilation

oo

Sudan

Kenya
Somalia

@ Mutilation is not required by any
religion

10m
m
4.5m

@ It is designed to preserve

virginity, ensure marriageability
and contain sexuality

2m girls a year have all or some
of their genitalia cut away
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ing behind the cloak of culture
to bring death or permanent
(lisallity to our young ones.

"We shall fight these pro-
posals to ensure they do not see
the light of day.”

The Association also warned

against allowing hospitals to
perform lfemale circumcision in
the hope of improving the
safety of the operation. on the
grounds that then "we would
have little hope of eradicating
the practice.’
- = Shatisfice on deaths and in-
juries arising from the opera-
tion are impos&sible to obtain.
says Stella Sosay of the Births
and Deaths Oflice. "because
families are sworn 1o secrecy
and will not disclose details.’

Police representative Yabu
Kamara says the police. too,
are [rustrated because nobody
will give them any leads,

"People see it as a secret so
ciety,” says a Christian priest
the Reverend Timothy Mends.
who has received dozens ol
threatening letters as a result ol
his public stand against the
practice. and those who are

members are afraid to tell you
what goes on behind the bush.”

MPs who were asked
whether they would support the
Society's proposals were all
against, even those from rural
areas where the practice is most
rooted.

Many rural men would not
want to marry uncircumcised
women, who are then likely to
be nstracised.

They would probably agree
with Lthe Bundo Society mem-
bers al the workshop who said
that the ainm ni the gitual "is to
cut down o1 - sexual desires
of girls who o ito marriage
immediatelv alter initiatibrl. !

" s an easy way toTeduce
their sexual promiscuity that
would normally lead to friction
in the home between husbands
and wives.'

Soweis also support the
practice because it gives them
status and considerable pay-
ments, not only in money but
through gifts such as rice palm
pil and clothes.

Yoshio Koiko of the United
Nations Population Fund
[UUNFPA) in Sierra Leone de-
scribes female genital mutila
lion as an issue ol great concoern
to the organisation,
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