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GLOBAL VOICES 
Global Voices is a non-profit organisation seeking to promote an understanding of and participation 

in international diplomacy by young Australians. 

We do this through regular events and research & development opportunities in Australia, and the 

coordination of youth delegations to important diplomatic forums abroad. 

Our mission is to provide opportunities to young Australians to research, discuss and contribute to 

foreign policy both at home and abroad. 

Our vision is for young Australians to be heard and engaged on the world stage. 

APEC 
The Asia Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) group of nations is the Asia Pacific’s premier regional 

forum, which aims to support sustainable economic growth and prosperity in the Asia Pacific region.  

Twenty-one Pacific Rim nations (occasionally referred to as ‘Member Economies’) constitute APEC’s 

membership today. In addition, observers are invited to APEC proceedings including the Association 

of South East Asian Nations (or ASEAN), the Pacific Economic Cooperation Council (or PECC) and the 

South Pacific Forum (or SPF).  

APEC is unique in that it has a strong relationship with business figures in the region. The APEC 

Business Advisory Council (ABAC) is the official feedback mechanism for the private sector across the 

Pacific Rim and the Council meets several times a year in the lead up to the main APEC Summit. 

ABAC consists of up to three business figures from each member state, with each representative is 

selected and endorsed by their respective APEC Leader. 

Amelia Rhodes – Monash University (National Scholarship Holder) 

Amelia is in her penultimate year at Monash University where she is studying International Studies 

and Politics in the Bachelor of Arts (Global) program.  

She is very interested in development studies, particularly behind borders policy and food security, 

she believes APEC will offer an opportunity to talk to key policy makers about this issue. Amelia is 

also keen to experience diplomacy and international relations in action at the APEC summit in 

Honolulu. She hopes this experience will add to her understanding and analysis of international 

institutions.  

Outside of her tertiary studies Amelia is a keen traveller and photographer. She hopes that future 

career options will involve the opportunity to travel and experience new cultures. Amelia has also 

volunteered with a variety of community programs, her favourite being the opportunity to work 

with new migrants and refugees in Melbourne, sharing experiences and expertise in arts and crafts.  
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Abstract 

 

This paper will examine APEC’s role in creating and maintaining regional food security. The 2008 

global food price crisis led to reinvigorated discussion of food security and APEC placed itself as the 

premier multilateral institution for regional solutions. However, as this essay will argue, the 

outcomes of APEC’s actions have been minimal. APEC has based its food security policy on the World 

Trade Organisation’s (WTO) Doha Round Agreements. This decision is based on the presumption 

that a Free Trade Area (FTA) including agriculture will stabilise food prices in the region. In addition, 

APEC has proposed the creation of a regional cooperation system that would facilitate the sharing of 

information and technical assistance in the agricultural sector. The nature of APEC’s non-binding 

agreements means that member economies have taken minimal steps towards a solution that would 

facilitate agricultural trade liberalisation and in theory stabilise world food prices and increase 

productivity. APEC’s language surrounding transitional economies, food security and development 

also requires examination.  

 

Introduction  

  

APEC’s strategy and goals are ambitious and broad. Official literature often does not address the 

massive problems developing counties will face when implementing major institutional and 

structural rearrangements. For many developing countries, major macroeconomic restructuring will 

be required to reap benefits from a FTA and ensure food security for their respective populations. 

Three APEC members-Indonesia, Philippines and Vietnam- are rated as ‘serious’ on the Global 

Hunger Index1 and will require the most assistance in capacity building and structural readjustment 

measures.  APEC member economies also have diverse agricultural sectors and equally diverse food 

                                                           
1 R Johnson, et al., ‘Strategic Framework for Food Security in APEC’, APEC Business Advisory Council Online, 2010, p.6 
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and dietary requirements. A FTA in the APEC region will require many of APEC’s less developed 

economies to make massive behind borders policy changes, including short and long term welfare 

support for those most vulnerable, particularly small farm-holders, subsistence farmers, the very 

poor and those not currently exposed to global markets.  

APEC economies have only made small inroads towards total agricultural liberalisation. Both 

developed and less developed countries have been reluctant to relinquish protectionist policy as 

agricultural trade liberalisation is viewed as a contentious issue in international relations. APEC’s 

decision to base its policy objective on the Doha Round Agreements is also flawed, as negotiations 

have broken down and by many accounts Doha has failed2. The question then is how realistic it is for 

APEC to continue its food security policy on the Doha agreement? Is technology sharing schemes 

and promises to facilitate increased research and development (R&D) realistic in the current global 

climate? Is APEC the most appropriate regional body to take on such challenges? And are regional 

agreements detracting or detrimental to the goals of global multilateral institutions like the WTO? 

Therefore, the APEC region will have to face major hurdles before agricultural trade liberalisation 

will become an appropriate solution for ensuring food security.  

 

APEC: Contrasting Agricultural Agendas 

 

APEC member economies represent a large cross section of economic and agricultural capability. 

APEC accounted for 55.4 per cent of the world’s GDP in purchasing power terms in 20093.  United 

States has the largest GDP output of nearly USD$15 trillion4 and Papua New Guinea the smallest 

with USD$9.48 billion5. These statistics alone demonstrate the varied realities and 

                                                           
2 The Economist, ‘Doha Round: Dead Man Walking’ The Economist, 28 April 2011, Online Edition 
3 Market Information and Research Section, ‘The APEC Region: Trade and Investment’, Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade Online, 
2010, p.3 
4 World Bank, Gross Domestic Product 2010, Retrieved 3 October 2011 from http://data.worldbank.org/sites/default/files/gdp.pdf 
5 Ibid. 

http://data.worldbank.org/sites/default/files/gdp.pdf
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capabilities of each country and its respective ability to facilitate trade reforms and capacity 

building efforts. In order to appropriately discuss the effects and realities of agricultural 

trade reform in the APEC region we must reflect on some statistical information.  

 

Figure 1 Percentage of APEC Economies Population Employed in Agriculture: Data 2006-2009 period (World Bank, 2011b) (No data for 

Brunei Darussalam, PNG and Chinese Taipei) 

 

Figure 1 demonstrates that Vietnam, Philippines, Indonesia, Thailand, Indonesia and the PRC 

continue to have a large proportion of work force employed in the agricultural sector. These 

individuals are more susceptible to shocks in world food prices and will require the most assistance 

in the event of a shift to agricultural trade liberalisation. Central to APEC’s framework for increasing 

agricultural productivity is the shift towards large farm holders and eventually lead to smaller 

agricultural sector6. Larger, top down coordinated agricultural production is more conducive to 

foreign investment schemes due to ease in price and technology transmission- something 

that is more difficult to achieve with small farm holders7. Credit and finance schemes are 

more readily available and considered more assured when lent out to comprehensive large-

                                                           
6 APEC Policy Support Unit, ‘Improving Food Markets in APEC economies: Can the Cost of Food be Lowered?’ APEC Online, 2009, pp.9-10 
7 Ibid. 
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scale agriculture businesses found in countries like Australia and the United States. The 

global economic preference for large-scale farming will mean a shift away from subsistence 

and small-scale farm crops that are common in developing countries like Vietnam, the PRC 

and the Philippines.  

 

Figure 2 Agricultural Land, Percentage of Total Land: Data from 2008 period (World Bank, 2011c) (No data for Chinese Taipei, Hong Kong 

China & Singapore) 

 

The preferential for farming and agricultural to be the responsibility of a few is reflective in Figure 2. 

Despite the United States, New Zealand and Australia’s low employment in the agricultural sector, 

all three economies have large agricultural land reserves. To elaborate: although 50% of Australia’s 

land mass is currently used for agricultural purposes only 3.3% of its population is employed in 

agricultural practice.  

This is compared to Vietnam, where roughly 32% of land is used for agriculture and farming, 51% 

percent of the population are employed in the sector. Figure 3 also demonstrates how for many 

member economies large proportions of their population still continue to live rurally, compounding 

the effects of transition to urbanisation, large scale farming and the push to move away from 

traditional farming practices.  
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This fact troubles many development experts who lament the firmly held belief of international 

multilateral institutions like the WTO and World Bank who associated ‘modernization’ and stage of 

development theory close to their poverty alleviation ideology. Development is not a linear process, 

countries and communities experience development in different ways and no one authoritative 

knowledge set can accurately categorise or map the ‘typical’ development pathway. Deborah Eade’s 

thoughtful introduction to The Journal of Development in Practice ‘Food Crisis Edition’ explains how 

the equation of development with modernization is a flawed premise8. Eade argues that the 

preoccupation with creating the most economically viable markets for food trade is not necessarily 

ideal for those who have for generations lived off the land9. Food cannot be politicised. Eade argues 

food is not just a commodity, but for many it is a defining dimension of cultural and spiritual 

identity10. She argues: ‘food-related issues are rooted in diverse local realities as well as global 

markets’.  Policy makers, particularly in the APEC forum, should be more sensitive to this fact11.  

 

Figure 3 Rural Population, Percentage of Total Population: Data from 2010 period (World Bank, 2011d) 

                                                           
8 D. Eade, ‘Foreword’ Development in Practice, Vol. 21, No 4-5, 2011, p.457 
9 Ibid. 
10 Ibid. 
11 Ibid: p.458 
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Food Security: Background  

In 2007, commodity prices began to rise, by 2008 global food prices peak at their highest level in 

thirty years and in the following months prices fluctuated but have not returned to pre-2004 

prices12. According to the United Nations Food and Agricultural Organisation, the food price crisis 

pushed an additionally eighty million people globally into hunger13. 

The 2008 food spike has been attributed to many different factors. Anuradha Mittal’s detailed study 

of the food crisis and its causes revealed that the spike in prices was probably due to a mixture of 

long and short-term factors that culminated in 2008 crisis14. The short-term factors included a 

decline in agricultural outputs and grain stocks due to poor farming conditions and increased energy 

prices15. He also cites increased demand for grain and livestock feed due to diversifying diets and 

increased consumption of meat in developing countries like China16.  Market speculation and a low 

US dollar also added pressure. These short-term stressors were also conflated by a long-term trend 

of declining agricultural investment in the areas of research and development, putting increasing 

pressure on food producers. The most devastating factor though, according to Mittal and others, 

was the impact of price dumping on poor countries, creating distorted markets and making 

subsistence and export farming no longer a viable source of income17. The main offenders of price 

dumping have been the United States and members of the European Union. These countries have 

some of the highest agricultural subsidy rates in the world. These subsidies have increased in the 

past decade and so has the incidence of regional and global FTA areas. However, as subsidy 

programs have been allowed to continue in the face of agricultural trade liberalisation, poorer 

economies that used to be net exporters cannot compete with commodity prices that are 10-40% 

                                                           
12 FAO, Frequently Asked Questions on Food Prices, Retrieved 14 October 2011, from http://www.fao.org/economic/est/volatility/faqs/en/ 
13 FAO, Price Volatility in Agricultural Markets, Retrieved 14 October from http://www.fao.org/economic/est/volatility/en/ 
14 A Mittal, ‘The Blame Game: Understanding Structural Causes of the Food Crisis’ in J. Clapp & M. Cohen (eds.), The Global Food Crisis: 
Governance Challenge and Opportunities, Canada, The Centre for International Governance Innovation (CIGI) and Wilfrid Laurier University 
Press, p. 13 
15 Ibid: pp. 14-15 
16 Ibid: p.16 
17 Ibid: p. 22 

http://www.fao.org/economic/est/volatility/faqs/en/
http://www.fao.org/economic/est/volatility/en/
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lower than market price and have become net importers of food.18 This has put many individuals at 

higher risk of price volatility, as they are more susceptible as net buyers to be susceptible to market 

shocks.  

Therefore we can see that a culmination of factors contributed to the 2008 crisis and led 

international and regional bodies like APEC to attempt to create policy and frameworks to make sure 

that the crisis in 2008 will not be repeated or at least make sure member economies can 

appropriately deal with a volatile commodities market.  

APEC: Role in Food Security  

APEC formally created an APEC Food System policy in 1999 that was aimed at addressing issues 

surrounding agriculture and food security across the APEC region19. The APEC Business Advisory 

Council created the APEC Food System Framework policy. However, until recently no major 

framework or region-wide approach was implemented or accepted by APEC member economies20. 

The alarming increase in basic commodity prices and the food crisis in 2007/2008 saw APEC reassess 

its role in the region as a food security provider. In 2008, senior officials began developing the APEC 

“Work Plan on Food Security” and subsequent papers and proposals have been put forward under 

the ABAC committee and various working committees.  In 2010, following the Yokohama summit, 

APEC economies pledged recommitment to the Bogar goals and ABAC restated that APEC should 

continue to work towards the goals outlined in the Strategic Framework for Food Security in APEC21.  

APEC has formally asserted that it will address food security ‘by promoting productivity and growth 

in the agricultural sector, encouraging the development and adoption of new agricultural 

                                                           
18 A Mittal, ‘The Blame Game: Understanding Structural Causes of the Food Crisis’ in J. Clapp & M. Cohen (eds.), The Global Food Crisis: 
Governance Challenge and Opportunities, Canada, The Centre for International Governance Innovation (CIGI) and Wilfrid Laurier University 
Press, p. 18 
19 R Johnson, et al., ‘Strategic Framework for Food Security in APEC’, APEC Business Advisory Council Online, 2010, p.1 
20 Ibid. 
21 APEC Business Advisory Council, ‘Report to APEC Economic Leaders: Working towards sustainable growth for all’ APEC Business Advisory 
Council Online, 2010, p.9-10 
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technologies and enabling regional food trade’22. Therefore, the action plan can be divided into three 

broad categories: 

1. Promoting increased agricultural productivity and industry growth 

2. Increased trade in agricultural goods, specifically food 

3. Sharing and development of agriculture technology and best practice across the region  

 

The most extensive piece literature produced by APEC on food security, the 2009, “Improving Food 

Markets in APEC economies: Can the Cost of Food be Lowered?” contains seventeen 

recommendations across all three categories to ensure food security. The paper stresses the need to 

increase “vertical integration” and shorten supply chain models in order to increase accountability 

and price transmissions to producers23. It also acknowledges the difficulty of small-scale farmers in 

“transitional economies” and acknowledges that significant “adjustment pressure” on small scale 

agricultural will have to be dealt with on a case-to-case basis24.  

APEC has also established various subcommittees to facilitate policy development and regional 

dialogue. It has also outlined its commitment to creating best practice guidelines in food production 

and quality, as well as developing standards for food storage, refrigeration and transportation 

procedure25. APEC’s recommendations are broad and target all aspects of food production and 

consumption in the APEC region.  

                                                           
22 APEC, ‘APEC and Food Security’, Retrieved 15 September 2011 from http://www.apec.org/About-Us/About-APEC/Fact-Sheets/APEC-
and-Food-Security.aspx 
23 APEC Policy Support Unit, ‘Improving Food Markets in APEC economies: Can the Cost of Food be Lowered?’ APEC Online, 2009, p.9 
24 Ibid: p.18 
25 Ibid: pp. 135&150  

http://www.apec.org/About-Us/About-APEC/Fact-Sheets/APEC-and-Food-Security.aspx
http://www.apec.org/About-Us/About-APEC/Fact-Sheets/APEC-and-Food-Security.aspx
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APEC’s Broad Action Plan: Promoting agricultural productivity and trade in 

agricultural goods   

In September 2009, APEC published a detailed paper that outlined recommendations for lowering 

food prices and ensuring food security across the region26. A large part of the publication dealt with 

recommendations for improving food production. Central to APEC’s food solution is its role as a 

‘venue to foster R&D cooperation’ and created a regional environment ‘conducive to investment 

and innovation’ in the agricultural sector27. The paper also concentrated heavily on development of 

domestic ‘capacity building’ and improving good governance to create in order to ‘generate more 

agriculture outputs’28. Increased productivity will also be addressed through disease management, 

the development of agricultural biotechnology frameworks and sustainable farming practice. The 

most striking recommendation however is the recognition of the ‘importance of producer 

incomes’29. This recommendation outlines the need to increase accessibility to financial services and 

credit for small farmers and to facilitate increased access to global and domestic markets. This 

recommendation is summarised in a few words yet will probably be the most difficult 

recommendation for many transitional or less developed economies, such as the Philippines and 

Vietnam to implement.  

The creation of a highly efficient FTA in the APEC region is based on economic theory, which makes 

major assumptions of the capacity and capability of participant economies. Economists make three 

main assumptions about the economic and institutional capacity of states for agricultural trade 

liberalisation to have positive outcomes. These include; the capability for all participants to have 

equal access to trade and market information, a constant and equal demand for all world 

commodities at one time, and the existence of a clear comparative advantage30. This type of market 

                                                           
26 APEC Policy Support Unit, ‘Improving Food Markets in APEC economies: Can the Cost of Food be Lowered?’ APEC Online, 2009 
27 Ibid: p.9 
28 Ibid: p.10 
29 Ibid: p.3  
30 C Timmer, ‘Liberalised Agricultural Markets in Low-Income Economies: Discussion’ American Journal of Agricultural Economics, Vol. 78, 
No. 3, 1996, p. 830 
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creates low cost transactions for all participants and is a clear and simple version of the “invisible 

hand” in action. However, for many developing or transitional countries, their respective 

institutional capacity and domestic agricultural market is not conducive for low cost transactions and 

market liberalisation. Therefore, “building more efficient and lower-cost rural marketing systems is 

clearly an essential step towards agricultural modernization and food security”31. Yet how are 

developing economies, particularly the Philippines and Vietnam, going to take steps to do this?  

APEC’s response has been broad recommendations for increasing domestic production through the 

movement towards increased farm sizes, either through farming cooperatives or land allocation 

schemes, increased technical efficiency and access to credit and increased labour productivity cost32. 

All these recommendations are symptomatic of a broader, which will see a shift away from high 

employment in the agricultural sector towards a preference for smaller specialised firms and lower 

labour employment. These recommendations are highly optimistic about transforming the 

macroeconomic structure of transitioning economies, where large sections of the population are 

employed in agriculture. There is much to suggest in the language and economic theory espoused by 

APEC officials that the preferred method of agricultural industry is that of the United States and 

Australia, where only a small number of the population are engaged in highly efficient farming 

practice. This type of agricultural industry is more efficient, however, very difficult to achieve and 

will require patience and long term commitment to capacity building in transitional countries by 

some of APEC’s more developed economy members. This will create many stumbling blocks in 

negotiations. In addition, APEC’s recommendations are also prone to contradictions, including the 

supposition that research and development in the agricultural sector will see ‘spill over affects’ for 

developing farmers.33 This ‘spill over’ will require the sharing of information capital; this will be 

made difficult by the firming of intellectual property rights34. Raising the question how this ‘spill 

                                                           
31 Ibid. 
32 APEC Policy Support Unit, ‘Improving Food Markets in APEC economies: Can the Cost of Food be Lowered?’ APEC Online, 2009, pp. 17-18  
33 Ibid: p.59 
34 APEC Policy Support Unit, ‘Improving Food Markets in APEC economies: Can the Cost of Food be Lowered?’ APEC Online, 2009, p. 59 
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over’ is to occur in the face of strongly protected ‘plant breeder rights’ and protected agricultural 

techniques35.  

In addition to breaking down trade barriers and facilitating information sharing, APEC members will 

also have to remove protectionist policy, which affects both import and export markets. These 

policies include: protection from foreign imports, directly subsidising exports and their inputs and 

discretionary restrictions on exports36. The agricultural sector has generally been the most 

difficult area for FTA projects to liberate in the Asia-Pacific.37 Protectionist policies and subsidy 

programs are very difficult for governments to remove once that has been implemented. Domestic 

support for subsidies is difficult for leaders to overcome, as they are often central to election 

promise and political deals.38 This will be particularly difficult for member economies Taiwan, South 

Korea and Japan who per capita have the most agri-protectionist policy39.  

APEC’s acknowledgement that ‘behind borders policy’ must change in accordance with increased 

trade liberalisation is positive. However, to experience supposed benefits of FTA’s, transitioning 

economies must not only change policy they must also change cultural attitudes towards agriculture 

and farming as a whole40. The transmission chain of benefits from global markets to small 

agricultural producers is a long one 41 and producers and consumers who are currently unengaged 

with global markets must be helped through this transition period. Complementary sector reforms 

outlined by APEC are positive but lack much needed detail surrounding practical application.  

Conclusion  

A FTA agreement in the APEC region can increase agriculture productivity and reduce unnecessary 

transactions costs for both producers and consumers alike. However, APEC members should realise 

                                                           
35 Ibid. 
36 D Sumner, Agricultural Trade Policy: Letting Markets Work, Washington D.C., The AEI Press:  1995, p.6 
37 C Dent, New Free Trade Agreements in the Asia-Pacific, New York, Palgrave MacMillan, 2006, p.53 
38 Ibid. 
39 Ibid: p.54  
40 APEC Policy Support Unit, ‘Improving Food Markets in APEC economies: Can the Cost of Food be Lowered?’ APEC Online, 2009, p17 
41 A McKay, et al., ‘Trade Liberalisation and agricultural supply response: Issues and some lessons’, The European Journal of Development 
Research, Vol. 9, No. 2, 1997 p.130 
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that this process will be a slow one, particularly for transitional economies who will need to 

implement domestic policy reforms in comfortable incremental stages42. APEC must also be cautious 

not to create a culture of preferential treatment between member economies, which could detract 

from broader multilateral arrangements43, like the WTO Doha Round Agreement44. There is reason 

to be optimistic though; institution and capacity building measures that APEC has asserted it will 

support can have immediate benefits on poverty alleviation and therefore indirectly support food 

security. Although a FTA that includes agriculture is the end goal, increased dialogue and 

strengthening of institutional ties will produce positive by-products that are helpful for everyone. 

Therefore, the purpose of this paper is to highlight that the path towards a FTA will be a long one, 

evident by the setbacks the WTO has had with the Doha Round Agreement. However, if change is 

made in incremental stages and with context specific solutions, APEC’s Food Security agenda can be 

achieved with positive affects along the way.  

 

                                                           
42 C Dent, New Free Trade Agreements in the Asia-Pacific, New York, Palgrave MacMillan, 2006, p.34 
43 Ibid. 
44 Ibid.  
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