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Nita Mishra

This paper1 aims to explore the Irish government’s response to the
problem of poverty and hunger and through a critique of the Irish
Hunger Task Force Report reflects on the implications for policy-
making. It does not consider the Report in detail, but makes
observations on increasing agricultural productivity through inter-
linkages between people, agricultural practices and land usage,
social norms, donor aid specifics, government commitment levels, all
of which can contribute to good governance principles. The paper
also includes discussion and recommendations on creating a
hunger-free society through appropriate funding.
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The Hunger Task Force
In September 2006 the Irish government committed itself “to
identify the additional, appropriate and effective contributions that
Ireland can make to international efforts to reduce hunger and thus
achieve the first Millennium Development Goal (MDG) of halving
poverty and hunger by 2015”.2 In 2007 the government set up the
Hunger Task Force (HTF) with 15 members and presented a
report to the UN Secretary General in 2008 to seal its
commitment “to tackle the root causes of hunger”. The Report
conducted a thorough analysis of the current status of hunger and
reasons for world poverty.
The government then appointed a Special Envoy for Hunger to

advise on the best way to reduce hunger and food insecurity,
working within what was known as the Hunger Unit. The Envoy
supported the efforts of Irish Aid to improve national and
international efforts to reduce hunger, with the task of overseeing
and reporting on the implementation of Irish Aid's response to the
key HTF recommendations. At the end of the year, the Special
Envoy published his own report based on his findings.

The call to action
The HTF Report section “A call to action” identifies six
principles to guide Ireland’s actions in addressing hunger. These
are: prevention, inclusion, accountability, partnership, policy
coherence, and leadership. The Report also recommended four
actions where Ireland could take a lead:

a) reform of the international architecture to tackle world
hunger;

b) improved agricultural productivity and institutional
innovation;

c) improved nutrition status; and

d) specific national policies and resource allocations.

Root causes of hunger
The HTF Report notes that despite international efforts, up to a
billion people may be hungry by the end of this decade. As De
Schutter commented: “There are important vested interests in



the existing system, despite its failures: it has succeeded relatively
well in raising production, but failed in addressing the root
causes of hunger”.3
The causes of hunger, as identified by the HTF Report, are

increasing food prices, climate change and depletion of natural
resources. It emphasises poor governance systems in developing
countries and half hearted measures by donor agencies which
have contributed to the food crisis. The Report observes that
although hunger is a multifaceted problem, it focuses on three
critical tasks to achieve a long-term solution:

1. increasing agricultural productivity in Africa – with
particular focus on women who produce up to 80% of the
food in most developing countries;

2. targeting maternal and infant nutrition; and

3. good governance through accountability of governing
systems and political commitment.

The role of “agency”
To begin with perhaps the HTF Report needed to understand
that knowledge4 itself is a cultural product. The language of the
Report is benign and gives “agency” to the Irish government, as
against giving it to hungry people. For example, “we [i.e. the
Irish and/or privileged authors of the Report] should not, and
need not, tolerate this continuing appalling level of deprivation”,
for them, the hungry and deprived beneficiaries.5 Furthermore,
power is not only “imposed vertically by oppressive hierarchical
forces, but also horizontally produced and embedded in
language and practice.” 6 Power is immanent in everyday
relationships, including economic exchanges, knowledge
relationships and sexual relationships.7 There is a need to shift
the role of agency from the white man (as privileged individuals
notwithstanding the colour of their skin) to other people (the
target group), and change the language of the discourse on
development, aid and poverty. To reinforce this line of argument,
it would be fair to quote Mander8 that “sustainable justice
requires the central and active agency of the disadvantaged
people in all processes connected with identifying, accessing and
securing their rights”.
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Right to food
If we consider food as an inherent right instead of something
donated, the UN Special Rapporteur on the Right to Food (RtF)
defined that right as:

a human right, inherent in all people, to have regular,
permanent and unrestricted access, either directly or by
means of financial purchases, to quantitatively and
qualitatively adequate and sufficient food corresponding
to the cultural traditions of people to which the
consumer belongs, and which ensures a physical and
mental, individual and collective fulfilling and dignified
life free of fear.9

Mander describes a rights-based approach as identifying “the
chronic and systematic denials of rights of impoverished,
excluded and oppressed people, an analysis of the sources and
causes of such denials, and active solidarity with the
oppressed”.10 This solidarity “is not built on sympathy or charity
or the portrayal of others as objects of pity. It is not about
fundraising to run your projects overseas, but raising funds that
others can use to fight their own battles”, states Manji.11
The HTF Report lacks the conviction of a rights-based

approach to food despite the significant work done by FAO (UN
Food and Agriculture Organization) and others to place the
right to food at the heart of policy-making. In India, the RtF
campaign led to demands for a food security act. A
groundbreaking writ petition filed in 2001 by the People’s
Union for Civil Liberties in the Supreme Court on hunger in
Rajasthan has led to a RtF campaign in India. It has created legal
entitlement to food and employment schemes and those like the
government Integrated Child Development Services programme
in primary schools which have a mid-day meal scheme.
The HTF Report could take into account linkages between

RtF and employment, and thereby create an environment for
good governance.

The way the world grows its food
Emphasis on agriculture alone is not enough. The HTF Report
is silent on sustainable agriculture, organic farming and/or
agro-ecological production as alternatives to industrial or



market-based agricultural production. Instead, the Report12
notes that “chemical fertiliser use has expanded continuously in
South and East Asia since the early 1960s, and now reaches
between 100-190kg per hectare. In Africa, fertiliser use has
stagnated at 13kg per hectare since 1982. There is clearly
considerable scope for improvement”. One wonders what is this
improvement? If it refers to an increase in the use of chemical
fertilisers, it would be a cause for concern especially when action-
led research on sustainable agriculture and soil fertility leads us in
the opposite direction. As David Pimentel observed, “organic
farming approaches to maize and beans in the US not only use
an average of 30% less fossil energy but also conserve more water
in the soil, induce less erosion, but also improve quality, and
conserve more biological resources.”13 The IAASTD
(International Assessment of Agricultural Knowledge, Science
and Technology for Development) report contends: “Genetically
modified crops are unlikely to play a substantial role in
addressing the needs of poor farmers... [and] the biotechnology
industry dominates agricultural research and development at the
expense of other agricultural sciences”.14
The HTF Report does not take a clear position in relation to

the recommendations of the 2008 IAASTD report 15 endorsed
by 60 countries, including Ireland. Although the HTF
recognised the problem of climate change and its impact on poor
farmers, unlike the IAASTD it does not question the very
paradigm of development. The IAASTD emphasises that “the
way the world grows its food will have to change radically to
better serve the poor and hungry if the world is to cope with
growing population and climate change while avoiding social
breakdown and environmental collapse”. It would be interesting
to observe the ways in which the Hunger Unit and the Special
Envoy interpret HTF recommendations on an “increase in the
focus on agriculture”.

The Green Revolution
The HTF report is ambivalent towards the Green Revolution
which has proved to deplete soil nutrients and productivity,
reducing its capability to hold water. Shiva commented: “The
peasants of Punjab were clearly not experiencing the Green
Revolution as a source of prosperity and freedom…, the social
and ecological impacts it had, and the responses it created among
an angry and disillusioned peasantry, have many lessons for our
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times.”16 Interestingly, depleted soil nutrients led to declining
yields after a decade of high yield monoculture crops and
polluted ground water with nitrates and pesticides.
Although unsuitable for small marginal landholders there is

substantial investment in the African Green Revolution, for
example, by the Gates Foundation. Mittal commented:

[D]espite the ‘new’ tag added to its name, the Green
Revolution prescribed for Africa basically follows the
same formula used in Asia – a technology package for
agriculture involving the use of external inputs, massive
agricultural infrastructure and modern seeds, but with
the twist of genetically modified seeds added into the
equation to respond to the environmental consequences
caused by the old formula.17

If there is real commitment to smallholder farmers, the
Hunger Unit needs to clarify its position on monocultures and
the long-term effects of the Green Revolution.

Right to seeds
In India, work on the Green Revolution along with people’s
movements became a link to the debate and struggles related to
biotechnologies and patent rights. The conflict over exclusive
rights granted through patents has led to a wide debate over seed
sovereignty with much discussion on sustainable agriculture and
seed ownership. Seed sovereignty or the basic right of the
indigenous farmer to his/her seeds must be acknowledged. For
instance, the shift from farmer-saved seed to corporate
monopolies of the seed supply is a shift from biodiversity to
monocultures and a violation of the farmers’ right to seeds.
The Hunger Unit needs to clarify its position on the use of

genetically modified seeds, farmers’ rights to their seeds and the
Green Revolution so that it does not compromise its stated goal
of support for the smallholder farmer.



Globalisation
The link between hunger and globalisation, policies and
processes of trade and investment liberalisation with the
undermining of food security in developing countries is
increasingly clear. The WTO (World Trade Organization), World
Bank and the IMF (International Monetary Fund) have long
prioritised export of agricultural produce over domestic
consumption and food self-sufficiency. Also, it is important to
recognise as De Schutter does that “large agribusiness
corporations exercise a disproportionate influence on
governments, while small farmers are not involved in most
processes”.18 The HTF Report focus on small farmers is
insightful but the Hunger Unit needs to clarify just how it
proposes to reach them.
Agri-Export Zones (AEZs) promote agricultural commodities

exports and gain higher prices for farmers. World Bank structural
adjustment policies (SAPs) have influenced the focus of Indian
agricultural policy on cash crops for export. However in 2002
India sold $248 million worth of vegetables but imported $678
million worth.19 India is still a net importer of fruits and
vegetables with imports exceeding exports by over 1.7 million
tons.20 Shiva further argues that the completion of the Uruguay
Round of GATT (General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade) and
the establishment of the WTO in 1995 have drawn domestic
issues into the global economy, bringing all matters related to life
– ethics, values, ecology, food, culture, knowledge and
democracy – into the global arena as commodities for
international trade.21
The Hunger Unit could call for greater localisation and more

regionalised sustainable agriculture. The HTF Report
acknowledges the need to support local knowledge systems in
agricultural communities22 but whether it takes the form of
subsidies or an investment in “assisting agricultural research,
education and extension/advisory services” remains to be seen.
Devinder Sharma suggests, “if only we could go back to our
traditional roots wherein village community elders preserved
food grains for collective or emergency usage – there would not
be a single starvation death.” 23 Self-reliant, traditional food
security systems would go a long way to reduce high levels of
malnutrition and food insecurity.
However, as Davis et al. point out, in Guatemala even though

non-traditional exports production has not delivered expected
levels of prosperity,
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smallholders may lack capacity to overcome difficulties
that inevitably arise in complex types of cultivations and
in highly variable global agricultural markets.
Governmental and non-governmental organizations can
attempt to mitigate these difficulties, but market forces
may overwhelm these efforts. Globalisation brings about
its own set of risks that influence the ability of the
households to successfully maintain production. 24

In the face of such globalisation complexities, we can ask how
the HTF intends to work towards halving the number of those
who go hungry.

Aid for trade
Contradictory government policies tend to confuse issues. A
recent Trócaire report, Food for All, notes that Irish Aid needs to
“further assess the extent to which Irish agricultural trade and
market liberalisation policy positions conflict with the
development/food security objectives of [our] overseas aid
programme”.25 The Report particularly notes that
“unfortunately the EU’s joint Aid for Trade (AfT) strategy does
not acknowledge that AfT should have [such] a pro-poor focus”.
How does the Hunger Unit plan to work through this
contradiction between its goal of halving the numbers of the
hungry, aid conditionalities, and the weaknesses of the AfT to
which it is a signatory? Ireland does not have a clearly defined
AfT policy. Should an issue arise, would Ireland support its
farmers or the needs of marginalised farmers in developing
countries? This potential conflict also raises questions about
commitment to the fourth recommended HTF action to
eradicate hunger by supporting specific Irish policies and
resource allocations.
Dambisa Moyo has observed: “the aid regime has been in place

(in one form or another) for sixty years and demonstrably failed
to generate economic growth and alleviate poverty”.26 The
Trócaire Report cautioned the Irish government, “as long as
Ireland pursues conflicting agricultural trade rules our ability to
lead internationally the fight against hunger is compromised”.
The intention to “reform the international architecture to tackle
global hunger” is a tall order and the principles of policy



coherence and accountability in the HTF Report should be
followed by scrutiny of other government policies.27 There is a
need for partnerships first between government departments,
then with donor agencies, other national/regional governments
and grantees (small landholders).

Vulnerability assessments
Policy-makers sometimes find it difficult to understand
vulnerability. In her research work, Ahmed notes the connection
between the physical, social and attitudinal factors observed in
women’s discussion of their vulnerability to food insecurity in
India. 28 Further as Kabeer points out: “not all forms of
vulnerability can be reduced to episodic shocks or assessed in
terms of fluctuations in income or consumption flows”. 29
Relationships in society often cause inequality with some groups
subordinate to others through economic exploitation, social
exclusion or political marginalisation.
It would be pertinent, here, to argue for a values-based

approach30 which questions what climate change means to
individuals and groups, their immediate environments, culture
and identity. It inquires into the type of knowledge required to
capture the cultural, spiritual and ethical dimensions of climate
change. Power hierarchies and dominant interests become
apparent in this which ranges from community-based approaches
to all forms of participatory processes. Any discourse on
development31 has to be context and culture sensitive. For that
purpose, the development worker has to construct their own
indexes of development rather than using global measures.
Development implies different levels of material and non-
material prosperity for people living in different contexts and
cultures.
Although the HTF Report promises to “tackle the root causes

of hunger and poverty” it has not conducted value-based
vulnerability/risk assessments for different community groups.
Gender-based identification of poor smallholders may not be
enough to reduce the numbers of the poor and hungry. Also it
does not cover people affected by natural disasters or those
displaced by dams or large industrial projects, bearing in mind
that poverty and hunger have both an urban and a rural face.

Trócaire Development Review 2010 | 147



148 | Trócaire Development Review 2010

Inequalities
The HTF Report does not bring into focus the multi-

dimensions of existing inequalities such as the three categories
described by Therborn:

(a) inequalities of people as biological beings (e.g. health);

(b) inequalities in freedom and respect (e.g. gender, racism);
and

(c) inequalities via human agency (resource inequalities,
materials, symbols, wealth and power). 32

Differences in agency arise from these inequalities. Therborn
emphasises that most studies of global inequality focus on global
flows of trade and capital, not people and information. The role
of colonial legacies and history has been ignored. A study of
transnational entanglements portrays the intertwining of
national, local and global actors such as the Bretton Woods
Institutions’ influence in promoting global inequality.

Fossil fuels and bio-fuels
The Report outlines linkages between high energy prices which
lead to an increase in the cost of agricultural inputs, transport
costs, and the demand for biofuels such as ethanol. The latter has
led to a switch in land usage to the production of bio-fuels rather
than foodcrops. “From field to table, the industrial, globalised
food system is moving toward an increased dependence on fossil
fuels”, notes Vandana Shiva.33 Bio-fuels deplete the soil’s
capacity to act as a carbon sink and industrial agriculture in the
United States, for example, uses 380 times more energy per
hectare to grow rice than a traditional farm in the Philippines.34
Shiva argues that trade liberalisation and increasing

dependence on peak oil/fossil fuel ecology have greatly
undermined food security and food sovereignty. The HTF
Report is rightly concerned about the debate on bio-fuels
wherein land is increasingly diverted to bio-fuel production
instead of food crops. However, the Report has not indicated
how it intends to limit the use of fossil fuel in agriculture while
tackling the hunger crisis.



Are there grounds for hope?
The intentions of the Irish government and the HTF are genuine
and the analysis, recommendations and calls for action are highly
commendable. However, halving the numbers of hungry people
without addressing some fundamental issues as outlined above is
a difficult task. Below are some suggestions which may help the
Hunger Unit move closer to its objectives.

1. Earth democracy

Achieving long-term food security and eventual food
sovereignty may lie in transition of an economy based on land or
soil to what Shiva calls “earth democracy”.35 This will require:

a) an economic transition from a fossil fuel-driven globalised
economy to a network of renewable energy-driven, eco-
friendly local economies;

b) a political transition to decentralised democratic local
communities; and

c) a cultural transition from consumerism to become co-
creators and co-producers with nature.

Soil is a living organism with millions of micro-organisms
which feed from it and regenerate it. As co-creators and co-
producers we need to focus on feeding the soil organically
(rather than with chemical fertilisers) and feeding farming
families and local communities before feeding others. This will
benefit the environment, provide food security and promote
food sovereignty for those directly involved in its production.
“Trade in food must be restricted to what cannot be grown
locally; it must be restricted to food with both a high value and a
small ecological footprint in terms of land and water use”, argues
Shiva.36

2. An action-research solution to hunger

The Hunger Unit could learn from an action-research
programme by the Deccan Development Society (DDS), local
women’s Sanghams, and the IIED (International Institute for
Environment and Development) in a semi-arid region of India. 37
“Affirming Life and Diversity” is an attempt to explore how to
sustain different, localised food systems given the imposition of
genetically engineered crops, contract agriculture and unsuitable
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public food distribution systems in India. The principles of
ecological farming, regenerating the soil’s biodiversity, local
production for local consumption, local storage systems, and re-
arranging food distribution, have all helped to regenerate
agriculture in this semi-arid area. This resonates with the
IAASTD Synthesis Report, capturing the complexity and
diversity of everyday agricultural concerns and research. It has
shifted ecological and biodiversity concerns from an
environmental agenda to a farmers’ agenda revolving around
food security and food sovereignty. It is a successful example of
good governance and a way to make nutritious food available.
The persistent efforts of a group of small marginalised farmers

have resulted in regenerating sustainable and citizen-controlled
food systems. This offers “many lessons to policy makers,
scientists and members of the international community who seek
to eradicate extreme poverty and hunger whilst ensuring
environmental sustainability”.38

3. Food security: an alternative economy

The Hunger Unit might consider funding and supporting in
developing and developed societies what Tim Jackson called the
Cinderella economy.39 This refers to community-based social
enterprise such as farmers’ markets, local energy resources, food
cooperatives, the Credit Union system, libraries, community health
centres, sports clubs, local repair and maintenance services, craft
workshops, community music and drama and local training and
skills. These social and ecologically friendly enterprises exist in most
developing societies but the issue is that “somehow as we have
progressed towards a service based economy, these social
enterprises seem to represent a Cinderella economy that sits
neglected at the margins of consumer society”, Jackson observes.40
The human input makes these services high-value and they are one
way to realise the HTF concern for good governance.
The Hunger Unit would be taking a lead among donor

countries to identify similar ecologically friendly enterprises to
ensure long-term food security for marginalised poor people.

Conclusion
Any understanding of hunger and poverty that is blind to the
role of the developed world through its lifestyle and various
conflicting international aid policies offers an incomplete picture



and therefore a half hearted approach. Most ecosystems in the
developing world41 carry not only the demands of the local
population but also carry the North’s (or what are termed
developed countries’) demands for industrial raw material,
consumption and a market. Thus a sustainable population size
on the basis of local production, consumption and lifestyle
becomes non-sustainable due to external resource exploitation.
The standards expected of the Report are high as observed in

a recent conference: “As Norway is to human rights, we planned
Ireland to be the same for Hunger through the HTF Report.”42
The onus of failure rests solely on governance issues and not
lack of information. And thus if hunger has to be halved by the
year 2015, it is imperative to look at Millennium Development
Goal 8 which deals with global partnerships.43 This is not
surprising since aid has brought forth issues of corruption and
negligence, undermining local efforts in most countries. It has
created contradictions between national and international
policies, as well as brought forth issues of conditions in aid and
conflict between donors and recipient countries.
The common thread of all the above-mentioned concepts

(earth democracy, ecological enterprises, affirming life and
diversity) has been the need to reorient our dominant paradigm
of development towards ecological and people-sensitive socio-
economic systems. Long-term food security, poverty alleviation,
nutritious food and reducing the number of the hungry depend
on sustainable food production systems. Only then one can say
that “all people, at all times, have physical, social and economic
access to sufficient, safe and nutritious food that meets their
dietary needs and food preferences for an active and healthy
life”.44 The corollary to this would be “the right of peoples and
sovereign states to democratically determine their own
agricultural and food policies”.45 “It has to be left to the people
on the ground to make their policies...the need is to have a
‘hands-off ’ policy,” declares John Sweeney.46
The HTF Report does acknowledge that “Hungry people

themselves – disproportionately consisting of poor women and
children, many of them affected by conflicts, HIV/AIDS and
other chronic illnesses – have little or no voice in policy-
making”.47 However, the next paragraph on the same page goes
on to declare: “We [Hunger Task Force] just need to decide to
do it”.
The Hunger Unit team therefore needs to reconsider and

redefine “we” and its agenda from the perspective of the
“other”.
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