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PACIFIC FOOD SUMMIT

Opening Address:  Hon. Prime Minister, Mr. Edward Nipake Natapei, Republic of Vanuatu 

Le Lagon Resort, Port Vila, Vanuatu: 21 – 23 April 2010

________________________________________________________________________

Honourable Ministers from the Pacific Island Countries

Dr Shin Young-soo – WHO Regional Director for the Western Pacific

Mr. Feleti Teo – Deputy Secretary General, Pacific Islands Forum Secretariat

Heads of Regional Development Partner Agencies

Pastor Joash Sina – Presbyterian Church of Vanuatu

Distinguished Delegates

Ladies and Gentlemen

________________________________________________________________________

I am very pleased and honoured to be with you all this morning at this historical occasion since this is the first ever regional Food Summit to be held in the Pacific

On behalf of the Government and the people of Vanuatu, I take this opportunity to welcome all delegates and participants, especially those of you who have travelled fram abroad. Thank you for accepting our invitation and joining the Government of Vanuatu in its efforts to improve food security.

What is food security and why I see it as a pressing concern

Food security is achieved when everyone is able to grow or purchase healthy and safe food, which they enjoy and that helps them maintain an active and healthy lifestyle. Traditionally, here in Vanuatu and throughout the Pacific, we have been able to achieve food security through local agriculture, fishing and mother’s milk. 

However, in recent decades, the availability of food from subsistence agriculture and fish has been falling, breast-feeding rates have been dropping – a 2007 survey in Vanuatu found that the exclusive breast-feeding rate for infants up to 6 months of age was only 40% and, food imports have been increasing. 

Helpfully, the rise in imports has increased the availability of food in many countries, contributing to the food security of many people, especially those in urban areas. Here in Port Vila, for example, these imports help support the urban population, many of whom do not have access to their own gardens. 

However, cheaper imports have sometimes been of poor nutritional quality with high levels of fat, salt and sugar. This has led to health problems such as obesity, diabetes and heart disease. Recognizing this, several Pacific countries have tried to limit the amount of high fat meat that is imported. Samoa, for example, put a ban on turkey tails in 2007. These efforts however, have been hampered by the requirements of free trade agreements. My hope is that this meeting will encourage those in trade to consider the implications of their decisions on public health and vice versa.  

I also hope that we can find creative solutions to reducing malnutrition and vitamin and mineral deficiencies which continue to be a problem in the Pacific. Here in Vanuatu, children on the island of Tanna have been found to have moderate iodine deficiency which is linked with intellectual impairment as well as hearing and learning defects. One of the solutions is to provide iodized salt. While iodized salt is available on the shelves in supermarkets and stores in Vanuatu, you can also find non-iodized salt, usually for the same price and even from the same company. Over the last two years we have introduced legislation that has strengthened our food control system and that will allow us to develop public policies that will ensure edible salt is iodized.

Strengthening our food control systems will also help us meet export standards, promoting exports and economic growth for the region. Vanuatu has improved its beef quality standards and presently has market access to export its beef to a number of markets in the region, including Australia and New Zealand. We have also been successful to export our organic beef to Australia, which meets yet an additional quality standard to qualify under this label. 

New challenges to food security in the Pacific

We have faced a number of new challenges in the Pacific in recent years. Only two months ago Vanuatu hosted at this very venue a meeting on the impact of the Global Economic Crisis. One of the major impacts was for the Pacific was an increase in price of food. You only need to have observed the availability and price of rice during 2008 to realise how dependent we have become on imported foods and how vulnerable we are to changes in the global economy.

Climate change will also have a profound impact on food security. Both commercial and subsistence agriculture in Vanuatu are based on rain-fed systems. Projected scenarios of decreased rain fall could reduce agricultural production. Some crops are already showing signs of stress under current climate conditions, not to mention the water shortages that will be faced by small islands dependent entirely on rainwater or underground water sources.

Urbanization, population growth, cash-cropping and the pressure they place on the customary land-ownership structures are other challenges that will threaten food security and, there will be other, as yet unknown challenges. That is why there is a pressing need to improve food security across the Pacific and effective action needs to be taken now. 

This Summit is the first time that Pacific leaders from multiple ministries and agencies, private sector, academia, development partners and consumer representatives have come together to discuss food security, quality, safety and trade. I invite you to work hard on the framework for action on food security to produce a quality document that will guide national and regional policy and help us realize a food-secure, prosperous and healthy future for the Pacific people.  Further, I look forward to our concerted effort to achieving our goal of finalizing the framework by the end of the Summit.  As host of the Pacific Island Forum Leaders meeting later this year, it will be my commitment to bring the framework to this meeting for their endorsement. However, to truly make a difference on food security, we all need to do our part and I encourage each of you to advocate for improving food security to your countries leaders, to your companies, members and organisations and even your families and friends. Again, let me reiterate that food security concerns need the whole Pacific Community to join hands together and with a common platform address these serious issues.

Vanuatu is proud to host this inaugural regional summit on food security and it is committed to championing the cause for a food secure and healthier Pacific community. It is my hope that by the end of the summit we all share the common goal and the commitment to realise a stronger, smarter and healthier Pacific.

To our visitors, I hope that you have an enjoyable stay and that you find time to enjoy what Port Vila has to offer.

On behalf of the Government of Vanuatu, I wish you every success in the 3-day deliberations and look forward to the summit outcomes.

It is now my honour and pleasure to declare the Pacific Food Summit officially open.

Thank you.  
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