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In 2022, close to 800 million people – almost one tenth of the world’s population and 
122 million more compared to 2019 – suffered from chronic hunger.1  The COVID-19 
outbreak in 2020 exposed the fragility of the global food system. Measures to combat 
the COVID-19 pandemic and border shutdowns that interrupted transport routes  
restricted trade in food. As a result, food supplies became scarce, particularly in food 
import-dependent countries. Over the course of the pandemic, the global amount 
spent on the import of food  
increased by USD 268 billion,  
with nearly two thirds of  
the increase concentrated in  
developing countries.2

Geopolitical crises and wars  
are key contributors to hunger. 
Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, 
launched in 2022, has had  
massive repercussions, for  
instance, as both Russia and 
Ukraine are important exporters of  
maize, oilseeds and wheat.  The war 
caused massive hedging and speculation on global markets, pushing up prices  
further that had already been soaring during the pandemic. Some countries in  
Africa and the Middle East that are dependent on grain from Russia and Ukraine  
were forced to find alternative sources to secure their imports.  With inflation,  
interest rates rose as well, further increasing the already massive debts accumulated  
throughout the Global South. Low and middle-income countries’ foreign debt 
amounted to over USD 3 trillion in 2023 – twice as much as in 2010.3 Approximately  
20 countries, including Afghanistan, Cameroon, Ethiopia, Haiti, Lebanon, Somalia,  
Sri Lanka and Sudan, could soon find themselves in a similar situation where a  
shortage of food is coupled with crippling debt.4  To make matters worse, fear of grain 
shortages fuelled speculative financial investments on grain futures markets, causing 
prices to surge to levels entirely disconnected from supply and demand dynamics.

The global food crisis is part of a broader polycrisis in which the impacts of climate 
change and the COVID-19 pandemic have become entangled with the economic and 
debt crises and the repercussions of geopolitical conflicts and wars.   To prevent and 

The war caused 
massive hedging and 
speculation on global 

markets, pushing up 
prices further that 

had already been 
soaring during the 

pandemic.

The global food crisis  
in a period of polycrisis
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mitigate food crises in the long term, we need to ensure that our food systems are 
socially more just, environmentally more sustainable, and more resilient. National,  
regional and global public buffer stocks for grain and other staple foods are one 
instrument to cushion shocks. If buffer stocks are explicitly created to increase food 
security, they can help to balance 
out short-term fluctuations in price 
and volume and limit price peaks. As 
high food prices drive inflation, food 
stocks are not only a price regulation 
tool for producers and consumers, 
they can also help to limit inflation 
on a broader scale. In addition, if 
coupled with the right incentives, 
public buffer stocks for food can help 
to transform food systems in the 
medium and long term.

Much of the analysis and policy recommendations in this paper are based on  
the study “Towards a Post-neoliberal Stabilization Paradigm for an Age  
of Overlapping Emergencies: Revisiting International Buffer Stocks  
Based on the Case of Food” by Isabella Weber and Merle Schulken, which was 
commissioned by the Heinrich Böll Foundation, the Rosa Luxemburg Foundation, 
and   TMG Research.5

National, regional 
and global public 
buffer stocks for 
grain and other  

staple foods are  
one instrument to 

cushion shocks.
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Price increases are hardly a new phenomenon. Following low and relatively stable 
food prices in the 1980s and 1990s, food prices and volatility have increased since  
the beginning of the 21st century,6 culminating in the 2007–2008, 2011–2013 and  
2020–2023 food price crises.   The FAO Food Price Index stood at 98.1 points in 2019 
and rose to 144.7 points in 2022.7 According to the UN, 10 million people are pushed 
into extreme poverty for every percentage point increase in food prices.8

Unlike during the 2008 food crisis, there was practically no global shortage of food 
or food stocks between 2020 and 2023, even without the products from Russia and 
Ukraine. Nevertheless, food prices skyrocketed as a result of the war in Ukraine.10  
In the days following Russia’s invasion, maize and wheat prices doubled.11

Food price volatility  
between 2020 and 2023  
and its drivers

Figure 1: 

FAO Food Price Index,9 
1961–2024

Price Index 2014–2016 = 100

Source: FAO Food Price Index 2024
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Since the turn of the millennium, the prices of crude oil and food have evolved almost 
in sync.   This can be put down to the high energy input required for the production  
of agricultural commodities such as synthetic fertilisers and chemical pesticides. In 
addition, a huge amount of fossil fuel energy is needed to manufacture and operate 
farm machinery and to  
process, package, distribute 
and prepare food. Food 
systems consume 15 % of 
the fossil fuel energy used 
globally, according to  
estimates.12   The production  
of synthetic nitrogen  
fertilisers is particularly 
energy-intensive, requiring 
around 4 % of global gas 
consumption.13 

In April 2022, fertiliser  
prices had risen by 200 % 
compared to the previous 
year, partly because of bans on gas imports from Russia and Belarus in the wake of 
the war in Ukraine.14 Between 2020 and 2022, net importers of food, many of them in 
Africa, had to pay double the price for agricultural inputs.   This increase is mainly due 
to higher energy and fertiliser prices. In sub-Saharan Africa, the percentage increase 
in the cost of inputs was even higher, reaching over 60 %.   This situation creates a  
double burden for import-dependent countries, as they are forced to spend more 
money on both food and agricultural inputs.15

Fossil fuel and food 
prices are coupled

Food systems  
consume 15 % of the 

fossil fuel energy used 
globally, according  

to estimates.  
The production  

of synthetic  
nitrogen fertilisers  

is particularly  
energy-intensive.
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Speculation on commodity futures markets16 can further increase food price vola-
tility. Since the early 1990s, financial markets have been liberalised, capital controls 
have been abolished, regulations and restrictions for banks have been suspended or 
watered down and financial market supervision has been reduced to a minimum.17 
The adoption of the US Commodity Futures Modernisation Act in 2000, for example, 
was an important step that promoted trading in agricultural commodity derivatives 
between financial institutions18 and fuelled agricultural commodity speculation. Here, 
financial players deliberately take risks by betting on rising or falling prices in order to 
secure quick and generous profits.19 Increased price volatility on the markets therefore 
benefits speculators.20 

 
The amounts they invested 
during the recent food price 
crises (2007–2008, 2011–2013 
and 2020–2023) were striking, 
particularly following Russia’s 
attack on Ukraine. According  
to market studies, the sum 
invested in global funds  
associated with agricultural 
commodity speculation was 
USD 4.5 billion in the first week of March 2022 alone – usually an entire month’s worth 
of investments. In the first four months of 2022, investors poured EUR 1.2 billion  
into the two largest agricultural funds, the   Teucrium Wheat Fund and the Invesco 
DB Agriculture Fund.21 In the previous year, that figure was USD 197 million, spread 
across twelve months.   The two funds together held futures contracts for wheat that 
would cover more than half of the UK’s annual flour consumption.22

Agricultural commodity  
speculation

Financial players 
deliberately take 

risks by betting 
on rising or falling 

prices in order to 
secure quick and 
generous profits. 
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Price developments are also affected by concentration on the grain markets.   The five 
agricultural companies Archer Daniels, Bunge, COFCO, Cargill and Louis Dreyfuss,  
also referred to as the ABCCDs, control 70 % to 90 % of the global grain trade. In 2022, 
their profits tripled compared to the period from 2016–2020; together they generated a 
net profit of more than USD 17 billion in 2022.23   They are gigantic conglomerates with 
hundreds of subsidiaries that cover the entire supply chain from farm to fork, providing 
farmers with loans, seeds, fertilisers, and pesticides while also storing, processing and 
transporting the grain. By virtue of being involved in almost every step of the production 
process, the ABCCDs have unique access to valuable market data, which provides them 
with an enormous advantage over other players in the supply chain.   Their market power 
translates into influence on pricing. In addition, markets involving a limited number  
of suppliers are susceptible to cartelisation. Large grain traders such as the ABCCDs  
have huge storage capacities and can hold back their stocks until prices peak. And  
once they decide to sell their stocks and thus greatly increase the supply, this can  
exacerbate price fluctuations.24  This is compounded by a lack of transparency:  There  
are no published records on how much grain the ABCCDs store in their warehouses, 
which further increases their market and speculative power. Due to a lack of data on  
actual stocks and financial positions, it is difficult to trace in detail their influence  
on price development.25

Since the 1940s, countries in the Global North have been pushing to liberalise world 
trade in their favour.   Their efforts resulted in the creation of the General Agreement on 
Tariffs and   Trade (GATT) in 1947 and later the founding of the World   Trade Organisation 
(WTO) in 1995. One of the aims is to protect their own trade privileges, for example  
by imposing import tariffs on processed products or protectionist measures to shield  
their agricultural markets. As a result of the extensive trade liberalisation since the 
1970s, which occurred primarily in countries of the Global South, grain markets are  
today much more globally integrated, and national grain prices are more closely linked 
to international prices.26   Take as an example Germany, where grain prices soared in  
2022 and 2023 in tandem with price increases at the Paris grain exchange even though  
Germany never experienced a shortage of grain. In fact, it is a net exporter. In large  
parts of the Global South, domestic grain prices mirror global price fluctuations. In 
sub-Saharan African countries, international price fluctuations are often passed on 
100 %.27

Market power 
through grain market 
concentration
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Most people in developing and emerging economies cover up to a third of their 
minimum calorie intake from just three staple foods: maize, rice, and wheat. Most 
low-income countries cover 10 % of their demand of such food staples through  
imports, resulting in an import share that is three times higher than in advanced 
economies.28   The need to cover demand by imports varies greatly depending on  

the staple food. For wheat, 
Angola, Mozambique, 
Rwanda and other countries 
plagued by food insecurity  
are almost 100 % import- 
dependent.   This means that 
price increases for imported 
staple foods jeopardise  
the food security of millions  
of people in low-income 
countries in the Global South. 
Higher prices mean that 
people are forced to spend 

a highly disproportionate share of their real income on food. In non-crisis periods, 
this share often amounts to more than half of their income.29 In Kenya, Myanmar, 
and Nigeria, for example, people spend as much as 60 % of their income on food.30 
Even short-term price spikes can make food unaffordable, pushing people into  
hunger and potentially destabilising entire societies and economies.31

While only a few countries produce the key crops for global export, most countries 
have to import grain to cover their demand.32 Between 2020 and 2021, expenditure 
on food imports in the countries of the Global South rose by around 20 %.33 In the 
following year, the cost of food imports remained stable, but import volumes fell 
by 10 %.   This suggests that countries were forced to reduce imports of staple foods 
because their purchasing capacity on international food markets had declined.34

Highly import-dependent 
countries are particularly 
affected by food price  
volatility

Higher prices 
mean that people 
are forced to 
spend a highly 
disproportionate 
share of their real 
income on food. 
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At the same time, most countries in the Global South are also agricultural  
exporters. But the structural adjustment policies of institutions such as the  
International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank have forced them to focus 
on their comparative advantages in return for loans and, above all, to cultivate 
cash crops for export, such as cocoa, coffee, and sugar – which have since  
become an important source of income for them.   To generate foreign currency  
and repay debts, many countries in Africa and Latin America still need to export a 

limited number of agricultural  
commodities, which account 
for 40 % to 80 % of their  
exports.35 At the same time, 
they lack sufficient financial 
resources to promote the  
production of basic foodstuffs 
in their own country. In effect, 
the “global diversification  
hierarchy” of the colonial  
era remains largely intact.36  
 The fact that poor countries  
are simultaneously import- 
and export-dependent is at 

odds with the food sovereignty concept launched by the international peasants’ 
movement La Via Campesina, according to which all states and communities 
should have the right to organise their own food production. One of its tenets is 
that local food production should be prioritised over production for export.37

Between 2020 
and 2021,  
expenditure on 
food imports  
in the countries 
of the Global 
South rose by 
around 20 %. 
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IMF experts assume that, on a global average, a 1 % increase in international food 
prices boosts national prices by approximately 0.3 %.   The figure is based on an  
analysis of monthly data from 100 countries for the period 1991–2020, which  
concludes that price increases have a much stronger and immediate impact in  
emerging economies and low-income countries that are highly import-dependent. 
This applies in particular to countries in North Africa and sub-Saharan Africa.   The 
surge in food prices in Egypt, Kenya, Nigeria, and Uganda, for example, accounted  
for more than half of total price inflation in 2023.38 But even in rich countries such  
as Germany, the rise in food prices seen in January 2023 was responsible for almost  
a quarter of annual inflation.

Global price surges  
directly affect  
national food prices

Source: FAO Food Price Index 2023

Figure 2: 

Food price inflation 
based on the food 
price index 2018–2023 

Price Index 2015 = 100 
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Source: FAO Food Price Index 2023; IMF CPI weights 2019; Weber und Schulken 2024

The North Rhine-Westphalian Consumer Association argues that the official inflation 
rate only insufficiently reflects the economic reality as it is based on the average  
price increases of a defined basket of goods that are essentially calculated by  
comparing their current prices to their prices in same month of the previous year. 
However, some supermarket products come at a considerably higher price than  
the average inflation rate would suggest. In addition, the method fails to take into 
account previous price increases. If the reference period for food prices in Germany 
is extended to include the period from June 2021 to January 2024, food price inflation 
rises to almost 30 %. As companies are free to set their own prices – a process that 
usually lacks transparency – it is often hard to understand how prices come about.41 
Economists, including those from institutions such as the European Central Bank,  
the European Commission and Allianz   Trade, point out that companies have been 
cashing in on the current wave of (food) price inflation.42

Food price inflation 
also affects German 
consumers

Figure 3: 

Contribution of food  
price inflation to total 
year-on-year inflation 
rate (January 2023) for 
selected countries 

In %

Prices for processed food usually follow the rule: “Rise like a rocket, fall like a  
feather,”39 meaning that while prices for processed food go up in parallel with  
increasing raw material prices, they do not fall to the same extent (although this  
tenet is challenged by isolated products with volatile prices that experts have  
trouble explaining).40 In Germany, for example, food prices skyrocketed and  
became the main driver of inflation in March 2023. Although the inflation rate  
has now fallen, food prices in Germany remain high. 
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Seller’s inflation  
exacerbates inequality

Economist Isabella Weber describes corporate profits in times of inflation as a sign 
of what she calls seller’s inflation.43  To maintain or even increase their profit margins, 
companies pass commodity price shocks on to consumers or, in some cases, increase 
prices to an extent that exceeds the increase in purchase prices.   This means that  
corporate profits contribute to inflation. According to the European Central Bank,  
rising corporate profits accounted for almost 50 % of inflation in the EU in 2022–2023. 
While food price inflation has allowed many producers to increase their short-term 
profits, it reduces the population’s real income, thus aggravating social inequality. 
Households with low incomes are disproportionately exposed to high inflation,  
not only in the Global South, but also in Germany. In 2022 and 2023, the burden  
of inflation they experienced was twice to three times heavier than for high-income 
households.44  The impacts are dramatic: Low-income households that are unable  
to absorb price shocks are often forced to cut back on consumption, access  
their meagre savings or move into debt.45  This trend is being felt in other wealthy  
countries, too. In the US, for example, the poorest 20 % of the population spent  
31.2 % of their income on food in 2022, while the top 20 % spent only 8 %.46 In  
other words, sharply rising food prices can be considered a direct driver of social 
injustice. It is estimated that in the US, food price inflation exacerbated inequality 
almost as much as energy inflation in 2021 and 2022.47

The bread supply chain in Germany, i. e. from grain to flour to bread at the  
bakery, is illustrative of how fluctuating global food prices determine local 
prices. Between 2019 and 2023, sales prices for bread and bread rolls rose by 
34.5 %.49 As with other foodstuffs, this inflation was above average; consumer 
prices as a whole rose by 7.3 %.

The bread supply chain in Germany48

14



The price spikes triggered by the war in Ukraine had varying effects on  
mill operators and bakeries, depending on whether they were large industrial  
companies or small businesses. Large milling companies passed on the  
increased grain and energy prices to bakeries. Some mill operators also  
increased their mark-ups, pushing up prices for the processing companies. 
Once the commodity markets had calmed down again, wholesale prices for 
flour along with bread wheat prices dropped again, albeit more slowly and 
with a lag.

For artisan bakeries in particular, the price of raw materials is less crucial than 
the costs associated with upstream production stages, for which labour and 
energy costs are decisive factors. In principle, widespread inflation, as in the 
case of grain, was a good opportunity for the baking industry to raise prices 
and benefit from windfall profits. However, the main beneficiaries were large 
companies holding market power, while smaller businesses often struggled 
financially due to rising costs. Some even had to close down.50 

The consumer prices for baked goods rose in parallel with wheat prices but  
did not fall when energy and raw material prices dropped again in 2023.   This 
trend continued in early 2024, probably resulting in windfall profits for large 
bakeries. End consumer prices for packaged flour also plateaued despite a 
drop in wholesale prices for flour.

Figure 4: 

Price development 
in the bread supply 
chain in Germany,  
2019–2024

Price Index 2015 = 100
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Public buffer stocks for 
food as an instrument 
for price regulation

Effectively designed public buffer stocks for essential goods such as staple foods  
can cushion price and quantity fluctuations at the international, regional and national 
level and help to stabilise global markets. By essential goods, we mean not only  
staple foods, but any products an economy needs in order to generate export  
revenues to secure the livelihood of its population. Many countries in the Global 
South are dependent on export revenues. Reducing price fluctuations for essential 
goods helps to contain inflation and the risk of recession in the importing countries  
of the Global North while promoting economic development in the Global South.  
At the same time, public buffer stocks for food also secure the physical availability of 
key foods, minimising the risk of shortages and promoting food security.   They can 

be used for storable 
goods, enabling 
countercyclical 
purchase and sale. 
Stable prices benefit 
both consumers, 
who have better  
access to staple 
foods such as grain, 
and producers, who 
are able to secure 
their livelihoods 
since they do not 

face the risk that production costs exceed their earnings. Price stability would first 
and foremost benefit small-scale food producers who, unlike large farms, usually 
derive their income from immediate post-harvest sales and lack sufficient storage 
capacities.

The task of setting up public food storage facilities should be handled by (newly  
established) public institutions.   The goal should be for states, multinational and  
regional organisations to build trading, transport and storage infrastructure that  
can be accessed as soon as prices surge.   The role of these institutions should  
be to intervene in the event of speculation-driven price spikes and counteract herd 
behaviour, i. e. prevent market participants from making the same (investment)  
decisions. Releasing public stocks would create incentives for private actors to place 
their stocks on the market because falling prices would make storage economically 
unviable. 

At the same time,  
public buffer stocks for 
food secure the physical  
availability of key foods, 
minimising the risk of 
shortages and promoting 
food security.
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The crisis of the post-war order in the 1970s provided an opportunity to build 
up global public food stocks.   The collapse of the Bretton Woods agreement and 
its regime of fixed international exchange rates was seen as a chance to push 
for global monetary reform. Declining agricultural productivity and droughts 
had depleted surplus food stocks in the US and the then European Economic 
Community (EEC).51 Price shocks caused by soaring grain and oil prices  
drove inflation in the Global North and contributed to famine and undermined 
balance of payments in many countries across the Global South while oil  
exporters made excessive profits.

In this context, the UN General Assembly adopted the Declaration on the  
Creation of a New International Economic Order (NIEO) in 1974.52 One of  
its central projects was to create international storage facilities for raw  
materials. In a similar move at the 1974 World Food Conference in Rome,  
the participating countries agreed to negotiate a reserve system of nationally  
held but internationally coordinated stocks of staple foods.53   Throughout  
the 1970s, a US proposal for an international grain reserve system covering  
wheat and rice was negotiated.54   There were plans to develop an International  
Programme for Commodities (IPC) to stabilise the prices of the most  
important export goods. A joint fund was envisioned to finance the IPC,  
as well as international commodity agreements as a framework to access  
support.55 In the end, though, the initiatives launched by NIEO were short-lived. 
In the late 1970s, the grain reserve was actually within reach, but parties  
ultimately failed to agree on a target price for stabilisation.

For such a system to succeed, it is crucial to ensure that stocks  
(a) are earmarked for a specific purpose, in this case food security, and there  
are no loopholes incentivising export of national and regional food stocks; and  
(b) are managed transparently and monitored by an independent UN body.

In addition to curbing price volatility, public procurement of agricultural commodities 
for buffer stocks can be used as a lever to promote diversified and agroecological 
production, for instance by tying procurement to criteria such as environmentally 
sustainable cultivation, i. e. a reduction of the use of chemical pesticides and  
synthetic fertilisers or the use of open pollinated seed varieties that are adapted to 
local conditions. Purchasing a wide range of storable agricultural commodities would 
secure incomes for regional producers and diversify cultivation, on the one hand,  
and reduce the need to import staple foods on the other, making economies less  
dependent on volatile markets.

The long history of public buffer stocks for food
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Chasing an illusion?  
Examples of existing  
public food stocks

Public buffer stocks for food are not a utopian daydream.   The world’s two most  
populous countries, China and India, have both been operating public storage  
facilities for years in order to stabilise the market for staple foods.56 European  
producers and agricultural economists may not like being reminded of the “milk 
lakes” and “butter mountains” of the 1980s, the truth is that for a long time the Global 
North considered public food stocks to be an efficient economic policy instrument. 
The EU continues to promote public stocks for a number of agricultural commodities 
with particularly volatile prices, including butter, cereals (barley, durum wheat, maize, 
rice and wheat), veal and beef as well as skimmed milk powder,57 in order to prevent 
prices from collapsing to unsustainably low levels in times of oversupply. However, 
there are currently no policies in place to manage such a setting in practice.58 Once 
prices are no longer at risk of erosion, products should be gradually returned to the 
EU market instead of maintaining stocks to counterbalance volatile prices. Public 
stocks that have been established to maintain a floor price could in principle also be 
used to curb speculative price increases or even enforce a price ceiling.

In the US, the Department of Agriculture (USDA) purchases agricultural commodities 
in order to secure domestic food supply for low-income households and to provide 
international food aid in crisis regions. According to the USDA, “these purchases 
help to stabilise prices in agricultural commodity markets by balancing supply and 
demand.”59 In the same way that the Strategic Petroleum Reserve, long defined as 
an emergency reserve to offset supply shortages, was used to stabilise oil prices, the 
USDA could build public buffer stocks for food to stabilise prices in its sector. In fact, 
some voices in Washington are calling on the government to set up strategic reserves 
of vital commodities such as critical minerals that can be used to stabilise prices and 
markets.60

Brazil’s national supply company (Companhia Nacional de Abastecimento, CONAB) 
buys maize, rice and wheat in order to stabilise prices, as well as a range of produce 
from small-scale food producers (including beans, onions, and tomatoes) which it 
distributes to public institutions.61 CONAB plays a crucial role in the implementation 
of the country’s Food Acquisition Programme (PAA) and the National School Feeding 
Programme (PNAE). In Brazil, children attending state schools receive a free warm 
meal per day. In the past, school canteens were supplied with products from agri-
business.   Today, schools and state institutions such as hospitals are legally required 
to source at least 30 % of their food directly from small-scale food producers.62  
CONAB’s public procurement policy directly benefits small-scale food producers  
and secures their incomes.
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An internationally coordinated and locally managed public buffer 
stock system for food staples could be used to store stocks of key staple 
foods such as maize, rice, wheat, vegetable oils and other products at strategi-

cally important locations.   The system could be managed by the United Nations Food 
and Agriculture Organization (FAO) or a UN agency set up specifically for this purpose, 
or by national governments.   The coordinating bodies could be tasked with monitoring 
the markets for selected agricultural commodities, estimating the required volume  
of food stocks, and developing intervention strategies. For such a system to succeed,  
coordination of all participating institutions is key in order to create the necessary 
stocks and absorb the effects of price shocks by releasing stocks when prices rise.  
A feasibility study should identify potential avenues to funding the creation of these  
food stocks. Options might include an FAO-managed fund which private grain traders 
would contribute to, for example through an excess profits tax (see p. 21).

International institutions should support countries in the Global  
South in setting up public buffer stocks for food. Ecuador and Kenya are 
among the countries that have launched pioneering initiatives in recent years.  

But the creation of such food stock systems is undermined by the system of structural  
adjustment programmes introduced by institutions such as the IMF and WTO.  
As experts from the Global South in particular have been pointing out, this system  
needs to be dismantled. Similarly, we need to prevent clauses in bilateral free trade  
agreements from being used to impede the establishment of such food reserves.

The WTO should generally allow countries to launch public food stocks  
programmes for as many agricultural products as possible.   The “permanent 
solution” for the national public stockholding programme promoted by India, 

under which the government purchases rice and wheat from farmers at a minimum 
price set by the state, stores the goods and, if needed, subsidises their sale to targeted 
communities to ensure food security, could serve as a global model.

Regional initiatives for the creation of public buffer stocks for food are 
currently being discussed in East Africa and have been launched in West Africa 
and Southeast Asia.   They can complement national and globally coordinated 

buffer stocks.   They must have sufficient capacities and should be coordinated by the 
UN in order to build synergies. Successful management of food stocks requires both 
sufficient funding and capacity building to disseminate essential technical expertise.

Recommendations for 
building public buffer 
stocks for food
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Further proposals for  
socially just, environmentally 
sustainable, and resilient  
food systems

Well-staffed and well-funded national and regional price monitoring  
agencies could play a vital role.   They could provide breakdowns of  
net margins by brand and producer and cooperate closely with public  

food stocks institutions in order to stabilise prices. Among other things, they  
could enforce a legal ban on purchasing below production costs, as Spain  
did in 2021, for example. In this way, price dumping by food retailers could  
be penalised.63 Non-compliance with the legal requirements must be properly  
sanctioned for such a ban to have an effect.  While this would ensure that farmers 
can sell their products at higher prices, it would also protect consumers from  
extreme price spikes.64 

States should limit or put an end to the excessive financialisaton in the 
food sector, especially with regard to essential staple foods, i. e. the use  
of arable land and agricultural commodities as capital investments, as well 

as speculation in this sector.65   This step should include setting stricter position 
limits on the commodity futures markets.  We need stricter transparency for  
food trading companies with a view to limiting the informational leverage held  
by the five largest agricultural trading companies, the ABCCDs, and thus their  
power in financial transactions.66 In addition, the ABCCD’s financial transactions  
should be subject to financial regulation, as recommended by UNCTAD.67  
Market dominance exerted by large players in certain markets must be challenged 
through stricter antitrust legislation and broader political support for its  
application. Existing legal frameworks should be used to dissolve corporate trusts 
and monopolies, irrespective of whether there was an abuse. Barriers preventing 
such steps should be removed.

Alongside coordinating efforts to develop publicly managed buffer stocks for food, 
governments should implement regulatory measures to ensure that food systems 
become socially just, environmentally sustainable, and more resilient.
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Modelled on similar excess profits taxes for energy companies in the EU,  
for instance, an excess profits tax for the largest agricultural trading  
companies could dissolve power asymmetries, combat growing inequality 

and generate public revenue that could be used to create buffer stocks and promote 
agroecological farming practices. According to calculations by SOMO, an excess  
profits tax of 33 % imposed on the five largest food trading companies would have 
generated over USD 2 billion in 2022.68 Raising corporate taxes and consistently 
curbing transfer pricing by international corporations could boost revenue further.

State subsidies and public procurement are also useful instruments to 
promote the transformation of food systems. Potential measures include 
mandatory requirements to diversify crops and minimise use of synthetic 

fertilisers and chemical pesticides, as well as promoting local markets for small-scale 
food producers, participatory approaches and collective bargaining. At the same 
time, a significant proportion of agroecologically produced goods could be distributed 
 to public institutions such as schools or hospitals, as in Brazil, in order to supply 
broad segments of the population with healthy food.
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