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A step in the wrong direction for food aid

Christopher B. Barrett / Guest Column

In his State of the Union ad-
dress last month, President Bush
called on Congress to change the
Farm Bill so as to i how
United States food aid responds
to humanitarian disasters in poor
countries by izing the pur-
chase of food locally when that
could speed response, cut costs
or both.

Unfortunately, the change
Congress seems to have in mind
goesinthe opposite—and wrong
— direction.

The law governing U.S. food
aid programs currently grantsthe
U.S. Agency for International
Development authority touse as
much of its food aid budget as
needed to respond to humanitar-
iandisasters, evenifitmeans draw-
ing money from non:
accounts. USATD has had to use
this authority in each of the past
20 years.

However, the Farm Bill ver-
sions passed by the House and
Senate would curtail that anthor-
itytousescarcefood aid resources
where they are needed most.

The“hard earmark” guarantee
of $600 million — half the food
aid —fornon:

US. food aid sounds noble: why

With demand for emergency assistance at an all-time high
and increasing, and supplies at historic lows, this is not the
time to further reduce scarce emergency food aid. How
can the Congress threaten the verv survival of the world's
most vulnerable peoples?

when they most need help: when
disaster might otherwise force
them to leave their homes in
mrchﬂffood,mp:ﬂﬂﬁ:chil—
drenfromschoal, toselltheirland
or livestock, or worse. The
Congressional conference com-
mittee now meeting to reconcile
the two versions of the Farm Bill
can and should remove this well-
intentioned but misguided “hard
earmark.”

Atbest, thehard earmarkwould
delay emergency food aid deliv-
eries. USAID would have to seek
supplemental appropriations
from Congress to cover unantic-
ipated emergency needs. It has
done so successfully in five of the

rely on Irag funding to hold off
famine?

Sadly, it currently takes near-
ly five months, on average, to de-
liver U.5. food aid.

tonon-emergency food aid, equiv-
alent to all the food aid shipped
annually to Darfur. At averagere-
sponse costs per person in less
complex emergencies, this could
cut off assistance to as many as

25 million people suffering from
natural disasters and war.
According to the International
Red Cross’ World Disasters
Report, disasters have increased
threefold inthe poorest countries
and the number of people affect-
edby disastershas more than dou-
bled in the past decade.

With food prices spiking to
record highs, the poor are more
vulnerable than ever, so ever
smaller shocks can cause greater
budgetshave been flat while food
pricesand shipping costs skyrock-
eted, global food aid flows have
fallen to their lowest level since
the1973-74world food crisis. With
demand foremergency assistance
at an all-time high and increas-
ing, and supplies at historic lows,
this is not the time to further re-
duce scarce emergency food aid.
How can the Congress threaten
the very survival of the world’s
most vulnerable peoples?

President Bush is right. Food
aid reform is necessary. But the
Congressappears poised tomake
the wrong changes.
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