











Temporary Foreign Workers in Prince Edward Island: Costs and Benefits



Making It Fair: A closer look at fair trade and sustainable food systems

The issue of Food Security is gaining interest in PEL. People have become more concerned about the
massive exit of small-scale farmers, the toxicity of some farm practices and the unavailability of healthy food.
They are also looking for ways to support sustainable food production. Even though national and international
trade agreements have negatively affected all aspects of the food system, many people are looking for new ways
to develop more self-reliant, fair, secure, and local food systems.

The key elements of free trade ideology as they pertain to agriculture and food are: fully open domestic
markets, promotion of lowest-cost production (wherever that occurs) thus displacing local producers, the
elimination of agricultural export subsidies, restricting government domestic support for producers, and removal
of limits of foreign ownership of land.

In practice, global trade rules have been designed to facilitate a small group of global agri-businesses and
giant retailers having full access to every aspect of the food system. This arrangement, which relies on large-scale
production of cheap goods, displaces small-scale and peasant producers, and considers them to be obsolete and
inefficient. However, the majority of people in the Global South still depend on agriculture for their livelihoods
(50-80% in developing countries compared to less than 5% in developed countries). Small-scale agriculture plays
a vital role in providing food for the populations. Approximately three-quarters of those surviving on less than
$1 aday (1.3 billion), live in rural areas in developing countries. So any credible initiatives for food security must
address the viability of these small-scale farmers.

However, the opposite has happened. The many existing free trade agreements have been instrumental
in destroying rural livelihoods in the Global South. A prime example is what happened in Mexico after NAFTA
(North American Free Trade Agreement). Small peasant producers were pitted against highly mechanized,
industrialized, and subsidized US corn producers. A whole range of state supports for corn producers and
consumers were dismantled. As aresult, Mexican corn prices have dropped, while the price of tortillas has risen.
The ones who benefited were the intermediaries, processors and distributors, while consumers and small farmers
have suffered, with over a million forced off the land.

The Fair Trade Movement, meanwhile, has emerged to remedy some of the problems in the global food
trading system, especially the plight of small producers and the power of the middlemen who dominate profit-
making in the food system. The overall goal of the Fair Trade Movement is to enable producers to receive a ‘fair
price’ for their product. It also attempts to move the farmer closer to the consumer, thus cutting out the
middlemen and retaining more of the wealth in the farmers’ hands. In Canada there are examples of national
programs that could be seen as steps toward a Fair Trade System, namely the Canadian Wheat Board and Supply
Management Systems (dairy, eggs, and poultry).

These two exemplary farm policies are under constant threat from trade treaties and corporate agri-food
interests both at home and abroad. The key features of supply management are: a mandatory quota system that
matches supply to demand, the control of imports, and no dumping of surplus product in global markets. Farmers
in supply managed sectors tend to have access to more stable income, calculated on a cost of production basis.

Buy Local Campaigns is another strategy which contributes to promoting food security. Governments
can develop purchasing policies which could help in achieving food security. There are some threats but
Government purchasing — at the provincial and local level-- is one of the few remaining areas where governments
have considerable flexibility under international trade treaties. Cities and local governments in many regions are
adopting polices to support local food production. For example the city of Toronto adopted a buy-local food
purchasing policy in 2008. That policy commits Toronto City Council “to progressively increase the percentage
of local food being served at city-owned facilities.” According to one city councillor, no objections were raised,
even though Ontario and its municipalities are bound under the AIT (Agreement on Internal Trade).

One of the most insidious aspects of trade treaties is the chill effect. Innovative policies are pre-empted
or never even attempted because of concerns or arguments that they would not comply with free trade treaties
such as the Atlantic Provinces Procurement agreement. However, treaties can be crafted in a way that minimizes
or even eliminates the threat of a successful trade challenge. It appears that our own governments enter into such
treaties to give themselves an excuse not to act. Governments bind themselves to trade treaties, and convince
citizens that there is no room for fair trade action.

Canadians should strongly defend our existing fair trade/orderly marketing systems. While today they are
under attack, if we can preserve them just a while longer, their worth will once again be recognised. A fair trade
system will enable primary producers—both North and South — to receive their cost of production and make a
decent living. It will also help local economies to thrive. It can ensure that people have access to good quality,
locally-grown food.



