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Honourable Serge Vohor, Acting Prime Minister of Vanuatu, Honourable Ministers of Trade, Agriculture and Health from Pacific Countries and other distinguished guests.
Welcome to Vanuatu and the first Pacific Food Summit.

Let me begin by sending my best wishes to the Prime Minister, the Honourable Edward Nipake Natape. 

I am sure I speak for all of us when I say I hope he enjoys a speedy recovery to full health.

I would like to thank the Government of Vanuatu for the leadership they have shown by being one of the first countries to convene its own national food summit and also for hosting this inaugural Pacific Food Summit.

Vanuatu's leaders share with all of us an unwavering commitment to food security - in other words access at all times to sufficient, safe and healthy food for all of our people.

I look forward to Vanuatu's continuing leadership in this vital field. 

It is of course a pity that the Prime Minister cannot be with us today, but I am sure Vanuatu will serve as champion of food security at the Pacific Islands Forum Leaders meeting here this August.
This Summit has attracted an impressive group of participants from across the Pacific, including many of the people who directly influence the supply and demand for food - whether through trade, agriculture and health policies, food production, processing, marketing and sales, import and export, and consumer empowerment.

Healthy Islands, I believe, should be "food secure".  

But in the Pacific, food security is in danger. 

These dangers were recognized by Pacific health ministers when they met here in Vanuatu in 2007.  

Clinics and hospitals in the Pacific were then overflowing with people suffering from nutrition-related non communicable diseases. And the situation is the same or even worse today.

Let me give you an idea of what I mean. For example, almost 30% of Pacific Island people suffer from preventable non communicable diseases.

In some countries, nearly 80% of people are in obesity. 
Diabetes rates are some of the highest in the world - over 40% in some countries.  Compare that with Australia where the figure is less than 4%.
In many Pacific island countries, less than 60% of infants are exclusively breastfed at 6 months of age, and the prevalence of iron-deficiency anaemia is reported to be 20% or more in both children and pregnant women in many places.

In 2008, food security was brought into the sharpest focus by the global financial crisis and soaring food and fuel prices.

These events showed how dependent the Pacific is on imported foods and how quickly food stocks can be emptied, particularly if food cannot be grown or caught locally.

Other threats, such as climate change, urbanization and population growth, will continue to put pressure on the availability of food. 

Increasing imports, poorly regulated markets and aggressive advertising will continue to expose the people of this region to cheap foods of poor quality that compete with often more nutritious, but less convenient, local foods.

At the Pacific Islands Forum in Niue in 2008, leaders acknowledged in a declaration the high importance of food security as an issue that will pose challenges for the well-being of people across the region. 

They called on all countries to maintain open markets and, where possible, to increase the production and supply of healthy food.  

They also committed their governments to immediate action to address food security issues nationally and, where possible, regionally through a range of measures across key sectors such as agriculture, fisheries, trade and transport.

We are here today to take up that call.  

As leaders from the range of government sectors, the private sector, consumer groups, development partners and agencies, nongovernmental organizations and churches, it is our job to help fulfil a vision -- that all people in the Pacific have access to sufficient, safe and nutritious food to meet their dietary needs and food preferences for a healthy and active life.

Over the next three days, we will be discussing and debating six themes that are vital to achieving this vision. They are: 

· leadership, 

· regulation and enforcement, 

· sustainable production, processing and trade, 

· the protection of infants and vulnerable groups, 

· consumer empowerment, 

· and, lastly, building a food security information system.

These themes and their related strategies are consistent with what experts believe are best practices for improving food security.  

Even more importantly, they reflect the strategies and thinking of multiple sectors in countries of the Pacific. 

In fact, Cook Islands, the Federated States of Micronesia, Fiji, Kiribati, Samoa and Vanuatu all have held national food summits that will continue to feed into the development of these themes.

They are the core of a proposed Framework for Action on Food Security in the Pacific that you will have the opportunity to discuss and finalize during this summit.

The effectiveness of the framework will depend on one thing - how well we can work together.  

To truly improve food security, and to implement the systems that are needed to ensure access to sufficient, safe and nutritious food, we all need to do our part and share our skills and commitment.

A model for action has already been developed in national food summits, where government agencies and the private sector joined consumer groups, media and civil society to work out the role each can play. 

We can also draw on the experience of bilateral and multilateral development agencies who have been working together to support national summits, drafting the proposed Framework for Action and jointly convening this unique summit. 

I would like to thank our partners --  FAO, UNICEF, the Global Health Institute, the Pacific Islands Forum Secretariat and the Secretariat of the Pacific Community -- for the spirit of cooperation that has set the tone for this summit. 

I am sure this spirit of cooperation will be carried through to the implementation of the Framework for Action and then beyond to all the hard work that will have to be done to make a difference where it counts – on the tables of the families of the Pacific.

The Pacific Food Summit is the first-ever multisectoral meeting addressing the broad issue of food security. As the "founders" of the strategies and actions that will guide our efforts to improve food security over the next five years, we know we have a huge responsibility.  

My hope is that this meeting will be the beginning of a new way of doing things - and a new way of working together.  

Finally, let me tell you a short story. On my way to Vanuatu, I called in to Fiji, where I visited some rural areas. I ate with the people there in big communal meals and I saw with my own eyes their enjoyment of the traditional foods they eat.

These were happy, hearty people. For me, those meals captured the spirit of what we will be trying to achieve here over the next few days.

Thank you.
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