Letter to North American Civil Society
NB: All documents referred to in this letter are accessible on http://cso4cfs.org/
Dear Colleagues,
We are writing to ensure that groups and organizations concerned with food issues throughout North America are as broadly informed as possible about exciting developments that are taking place around the reformed Committee on World Food Security of the United Nations (www.fao.org) based in Rome. Those of you who work on international food security issues may have been following these developments over the past months. Others of you may be more focused on food, agriculture, and related issues at the local, regional, and/or national levels, but interested in the global dimensions of this work. We have an unprecedented opportunity today to build a comprehensive network including all of our associations that can make all of us more powerful in addressing the challenges we are facing, at whatever level.
The food crisis of 2007-2008 and the social unrest it set off in countries around the world unmasked the failure of the world’s food system to ensure adequate, appropriate food for the world’s population. It also  revealed an apparent vacuum in global governance whereby decisions about food were being taken, by default, by international organizations whose scope is quite different than that of ensuring food security (WTO, World Bank and others); by groups of the most powerful economies (G8/G20); and by corporations and financial speculators not subject to any political control.
Faced with this challenge, the most exciting reaction of the international community has been the effort to transform the hitherto dormant Committee on World Food Security (CFS) housed in the United Nations’ Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) in Rome into an authoritative, inclusive global forum working to ensure the right to food of the world’s population. The reform process of the Committee on World Food Security took place during 2009 with significant input by civil society and social movements, thanks to the active participation of organizations and networks like the International Planning Committee for Food Sovereignty (IPC) contributing the views of small food producers’ organizations from around the world, and international NGOs like Oxfam and Action Aid.
The CFS reform document, adopted last year by the member governments of FAO, enables the CFS to learn from experience throughout the world, to adopt policy orientations on key issues and to hold governments and other actors accountable for applying them. (See reform document). In the “new” CFS, for the first time in UN history, civil society is a full participant and not an observer, with the right to intervene in debate on the same footing as governments, to contribute to defining the agenda and to drafting documents. The first session of the new CFS was held from October 11 to 15, 2010. Civil society participants scored important victories in key areas like fighting land grabs and food price volatility (see report of the 36th Session of the CFS).
The CFS reform document recognizes the right of civil society to define for ourselves the mechanism by which we relate to the intergovernmental process. To this end, a “Civil Society Mechanism” has been developed through a participatory process that has involved broad circulation of two drafts to civil society organizations around the world. The final draft was endorsed by the Civil Society Consultation that took place in Rome this past October just before the 36th session of the CFS (see the endorsed Civil Society Mechanism document at http://cso4cfs.files.wordpress.com/2010/04/csm-draft-2-en.pdf). A brief report on “CFS 36 in Review: Outcomes and Next Steps for Civil Society” is available in English, French and Spanish.
An important part of the Civil Society Mechanism is the international coordination committee which will consist of representatives from the 11 constituencies listed by the CFS (See reform document) and representatives from 16 regions and sub-regions, a total of 40 people. Some of you may have received a similar communication inviting you to participate in the NGO constituency organizing efforts. To clarify, there are two organizing efforts operating in parallel: one for the international NGO constituency (open to NGOs around the world) and one for the regional constituency (for ALL civil society organizations working on food issues within a particular region). You are encouraged to participate in either or both efforts for which your organization qualifies.
Given the opportunities presented by the reform of the Committee on World Food Security, and by the Civil Society Mechanism in particular, civil society organizations in North America – as in other regions throughout the world – are now in the process of building up as inclusive a network as possible of groups and associations working on food issues, at various levels and in different ways. The three signatories of this letter have accepted the responsibility of facilitating this outreach through the end of this year.
North American CSOs have the opportunity to name one member to the 40 member Coordination Committee of the Civil Society Mechanism. This person will not represent an individual organization or constituency, but will rather be responsible for ensuring that North American CSOs and local associations have full access to information and strategic documentation about food issues; are strengthened in their capacity for advocacy at whatever level at which they are working; and are able to feed their views into international debate. S/he will need to have input from all of us to make a difference. 
The person selected for this initial appointment will serve for an interim term of 10 months; until October 2011 when a more extensive nomination and selection process will be conducted to select a representative for a full two-year term. Therefore, a representative that is already working within diverse food and farm networks in North America and with strong grassroots connections is highly desirable.  In addition, the North American representative will need to have knowledge of the CFS and enough time and capacity to participate actively in its work and to communicate transparently and regularly with constituencies in North America.  Although these qualifications are most likely to be met by staff within large national NGOs, a North American representative from another group within civil society may be desirable because NGOs will have their own representative on the Coordinating Committee.
If your group or organization would like to be associated with this network in North America please send an email to Steve Myers [smyers@savechildren.org] with:
-          the name of the organization,
-          type of organization (farmers, fishers, environmental NGO, etc.)
-          the location where it is based
-          name and e-mail of the contact person
 
By doing so, you will be included in the network mailing list and will receive regular updates and opportunities to be involved in debate, advocacy and exchanges. In addition, if you know of someone who meets the criteria outlined in the paragraph above and would like to suggest this person for consideration as the interim North American representative on the CSM Coordinating Committee, please include his or her name and organization, as well as contact information if known. Please submit suggestions no later than COB on Friday, December 17.
 
With best wishes,
 
Christina M. Schiavoni
Director, Global Movements Program
WhyHunger
 
Cathleen Kneen
Chairperson
Food Secure Canada
 
Molly D. Anderson
Partridge Chair in Food & Sustainable Agriculture Systems
College of the Atlantic
