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Almost exactly 37 years ago, in April 1964, the President of the World Bank,
George D. Woods, and the Director-General of FAO, Dr. B.R. Sen, signed a Memorandum of
Understanding which led to the creation of the FAO-World Bank Cooperative Programme. This
joint endeavour continues to thrive today, making it what must be the most enduring example of
effective inter-agency collaboration between a Specialised Agency of the United Nations and one
of the Bretton Woods Institutions. Each year between 30 and 40% of the World Bank financed
agricultural and rural development projects are prepared by member countries with substantive
assistance from the FAO-World Bank Cooperative Programme.

If there was reason in 1964 to create such a link between our institutions, the
rationale for strengthening our collaboration is even more compelling today. We share the
common goal of eradicating poverty. Some 70% of the world's poor live in rural areas,
depending for their livelihoods either directly or indirectly on agriculture. And hunger, the most
poignant indicator of extreme poverty, is also predominantly a rural problem. FAO's mandate
requires it to eliminate food insecurity, but clearly it cannot move far in this direction without the
full engagement of the World Bank and the IMF.

It is in this context that I wish to thank the Chairman of the Development
Committee, H.E. Minister Yashwant Singly and its members for approving the Organization's
application for Observer status. FAO very much welcomes this as offering a new opportunity for
deepening mutual understanding between our institutions and for strengthening our combined
capacity to confront the scourges of poverty and hunger.

One of the most fundamental of human rights - for without this, there can be no
other - is the Right to Food. Apart from the moral imperative of ensuring that all people in this
world enjoy access to adequate food, this, of course, also makes economic sense. Indeed, getting
rid of hunger must be the first step towards eradicating poverty. Hunger is the worst
manifestation of deprivation because it reinforces all aspects of poverty and adds an
inter-generational dimension to the problems facing poor families. When a country has 10 to
60% of its population in the hunger trap, as is the case in most Low Income Food Deficit
Countries, its potential for economic growth is bound to be held back. The hungry are like a
mill-stone round the neck of the economy.

Five years ago at the World Food Summit in Rome, the nations of the world
committed themselves to the goal of halving the number of undernourished people from around
800 million to 400 million - still far too many - by 2015. When Heads of State come back to
Rome this November for the World Food Summit: five years late (WFS, fyl), they will learn that
too little progress is being made towards this goal. The commitments which they made in 1996
have not yet been translated into determined actions except in a very few countries, and the
resources - both domestic and international - required for an all-out attack on hunger have failed
to materialise. Indeed, as the World Bank is very much aware since its own operations have
followed a similar trend, Official Development Assistance for agriculture and rural development,
and in support of rural populations generally, has declined to the lowest level in decades.

We strongly believe that the World Food Summit Goal, which was reiterated in
the Millennium Declaration, is entirely attainable. It can be achieved by a combination of direct
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measures to improve access to food and of investments to bring about lasting improvements in
livelihoods, especially in rural areas. In an inter-connected world as rich as ours and which, over
the past 50 years, has been able to increase food production faster than the rate of population
growth, there is no reason whatsoever that anybody should still be hungry. That 15% of the
world's population are undernourished is not for lack of knowledge, skills, communications or
global resources but is the consequence of either selfishness or indifference - an indifference
which condemns many fellow humans to a life of suffering but which is also extraordinarily
shortsighted and damaging to the self-interest of those who hold the reins of power, given the
threats to global stability posed by widespread hunger and poverty.

Hopefully through our deepening partnership, exemplified by our new Observer
status, we can find a way of cracking such indifference and of working more effectively with our
member governments to ensure the achievement of the Development Goal of halving hunger by
2015 - a goal to which nations attending WFS:fyl are expected to recommit themselves with the
conviction that it remains attainable.


