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Improving US Food Aid

Changes in food program will feed more of the world’s malndurished

By Lane Vanderslice

DEBATE gone unnoticed
A in the press, yet one vitally
important, deals with the
future of the PL-480 program,
the US food assistance program.
The image of food assistance is
feeding the hungry. But most of
the program is far from doing
that
Most of the program is also far
from promoting food security,
which is the development aim of
the program. This is espedially for

the most “food insecure”™ ~ the
over 350 million malnourished
people in the world, induding
150 million children.

To address the major prob-
lems. two of the three congres-
sional commuttees with jurisdic-
tion - the House Foreign Affairs
Commiuee and the Senate Agni-
culture Committee ~ have pro-
posed the greatest changes in the

rogram since its inception. One
Ecv change is opposed by the ad-
ministrauon, and has not been
adopted by the third committee,
the House Agriculture Commit-
tee. Thus the fate of the changes
remains undclear as the House and
Senate begin consideration of the
farm bills, induding PL-480.

The emergency feeding pro-
grams, about 16 percent of the
program, are not in contenuon.

What is principally in contention
are the "Tide 17 programs, which
form over half of PL480. Under
Tide 1, the US government pro-
vides food commodites to devel-
oping country governments by
extending them long-term low in-
terest loans.

The country government then
sclls food to those who can afford
to pay (meaning malnourished
people receive a small percentage
of food) and uses the currency ob-
tained for its own purposes, sub-
ject to certain conditions imposed
by the US government. The con-
ditions are supposed to promote
food security.

There are at least three major
cridasms of the program.

First, the developmental direc-
ton of the program has been
usurped to a great extent by
poliucal concerns. In 1989, the
top 10 countries receiving food
assistance (in order) were Egypt,
India. Bangladesh, Pakistan, Mo-
rocco, Afghanistan, El Salvador,
Sudan, Jamaica, and Sn Lanka.

The food allocauon kevels of
only three countnies, India.
Bangladesh. and Sn Lanka. did
not scem to be suongly influ-
enced by poliucal consideratons.
Egypt and E! Salvador, for ex-
ample, receive far more aid per
capita than Africa and Asia, where
malnutrition is far more preva-
lent.

The second criidsm is that the
multiple objectives of the pro-

gram, which indude promoting
economic devdopment, US for-
cign policy objectives, and mar-
kets for US agricultural goods,
have resulted in a slow and inef-
fectual bureaucratic process. Ma-
jor and many minor dedsions are

made by a food aid committee

comprised of the Agency for In-
ternauional Development, OMB,
and the Deparuments of Agricul-
ture, State, and Treasury.

The third and most funda-
mental criticism is that the PL-
480 program, aside from the
emergency feeding program and
some other “Tide 2" programs,
could be doing much more to
prevent malnutriton. 1n part this
ts 2 function of concerns already
mendoned: Politics, not preven-
tion, tends to govern much of the
allocation. A cumbersome admin-
istraion impedes the not very
casy task of preventing malnutri-
tion,

There are other problems. De-
veloping country governments

are mainly interested in ob-
taining much needed govern-
ment revenue through the

PL-480 program, and sig-

nificantly less interested

in ﬁndmg ways to benefit
malnourished people -
typically less influential
politically. Within the
AID, PL-480 in gcncral
and the food security of
mainourished people in
partcular, have suffered
from what can chaniably
be described as “benign
neglect.” For example, the
PL-480 program has only
one nutridopist - who
doesn't even work as a nutri-
tionist but as an overall pro-
gram evaluator. The average
school distria spends more on
nutritonists than the $1.4 billion
PL-480 program. Moreover,
there is no substantive link be-
tween the AID nutridon staff and
the prindpal nutridon resource
of the US government, the PL-
480 program.

We are entering 2 new era. PL-
480, which once guposcd of sur-
plus crops, now has w0 buy food
on the open market with real
moncy. We have to dedde: Are we
geting our money’s worth? And
as cold-war concerns are reduced,
it will be more possible than ever
for the nadons of the world to
unite o resolve major world
problems, which will be 2 great
contribution t0 world peace.
There is no more urgent problem
than world hunger, and there is
no program that can or should
make 2 bigger difference in re-
dudng world hunger than a redi-
rected PL480.
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