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AM – Food Security 1 

PROFESSOR SWINNEN:  Good afternoon.  I am extremely pleased to be here.  It is 

a great honour for me to chair this panel.  I have been working on the developments in 

the agriculture sector and food security issues in countries in this part of the world 

since the early 1990s.  It feels like yesterday, but it is much earlier than that.  It is a 

great pleasure to be here and I would like to thank the EBRD for organising this event 

and putting together this wonderful panel of very senior representatives from the 

private sector, the public sector and from international organisations. 

 

Immediately to my right is Minister Asyizhan Mamytbekov, who we are very 

honoured to have on the panel.  Next to him is Dina Umali-Deininger, the sector 

manager for agriculture and rural development for the European and Central Asia 

region of the World Bank.  Next to her is Mr André Kuusvek, from the EBRD, 

Director for the Ukraine office of the EBRD; but before he worked in Kazakhstan at 

the country manager’s office.  On my left are two representatives from the private 

sector: Mr Igor Ermolenko, the CEO of Kazexportastyk, one of the largest producers 

and exporters of food in this part of the world.  Next to him is Mr Alexander 

Berkovsky, the General Manager of the seeds department for Syngenta and 

responsible for Russia, Belarus and Kazakhstan, a very important part of the world for 

this organisation and for us here today.  He is interested in food security issues. 

 

We very much welcome your active participation in the discussions, and to this end 

the last thirty minutes will be dedicated to questions and answers for which we have 

microphones available.  At the end of the presentation there will be a transcript that 

will be posted on the EBRD website following this Annual Meeting. 

 

I was asked by the organisers to give a short presentation on today’s topic, outlining 

some of the issues.  I will then give the floor to my colleagues on the panel to hear 

their views from their perspectives. 

 

The challenges and opportunities in addressing food security in this part of the world: 

there are two quite different aspects.  One concerns the changes in the world’s food 

markets, which have been quite dramatic over the past five years, and how that and 

changing prices will accept food security in the EBRD’s countries of operations, in 

Central Asia and CIS countries.  The other question is strongly related but quite 



different in terms of the effects: how can this region help solve the global food 

security problems by producing food for consumption to address demand in the rest of 

the world?  They are both important but distinct questions. 

 

The first thing to realise is that this part of the world is extremely heterogeneous in 

terms of its potential to produce, structural developments and economic developments, 

not just across different countries - for example Tajikistan, Kyrgyzstan have been 

mentioned as countries that have been more badly affected by increasing food prices 

over the past years, whilst Russia, Ukraine and Kazakhstan have grown into the 

largest exporters of grain and therefore have benefited from these high prices.  Even 

within countries like Kazakhstan there are great differences between the grain fields 

in the north to the smaller farms in the south.  They are very different agriculture 

production systems.  When thinking about how farmers are affected by changing 

prices, the poorest farmers buy more food than they sell, so they may be affected very 

differently than larger commercial farmers that are largely selling food. 

 

(Slide presentation)  This illustrates some of the huge diversity showing the 

percentage of population with less than US $2 per day, and there is a lot of poverty in 

Uzbekistan, Tajikistan and Turkmenistan, though much less in Kazakhstan, Belarus 

and Russia.  There are huge differences. 

 

If you look at nourishment it is a similar picture because hunger and lack of sufficient 

food is very much related to poverty.  Again, there are a number of countries where 

there is still much under-nourishment.  This shows the 2007 data and the 2010 data 

looks very similar.  There are a number of countries where these levels are much 

lower, but they still exist. 

 

Food consumption and food security are very much related to health problems: an 

adequate diet is important for growing up healthily.  This is indicated by vitamin A 

deficiency among young children.  You can see that the variation is huge, going from 

close to zero in Azerbaijan to more than one-third of the young population in 

Uzbekistan. 

 

AM – Food Security 2 



All these things are important to bear in mind when we develop policies and strategies 

to deal with global food market developments. 

 

This slide shows the rising food prices that we have seen over the past twenty years.  

Between 1990 and 2004 they moved a bit but not that much, and it is since 2005 that 

there has been a huge increase in food prices.  There was a slight drop in 2009 but 

they are back now at record levels. 

 

How have governments reacted to this?  Governments have reacted in this part of the 

world, which is not very different from other parts of the world: those exporting 

grains and other foods have tried to control price increases by restricting exports 

through quotas and by imposing export tariffs.  Those countries importing food have 

reduced import tariffs; they were taxing imports and they have done away with these 

taxes to lower the price of imported food.  In many countries the government has 

intervened in various ways by trying to limit price inflation.  In some cases they have 

said, “This is the maximum price for specific foods” or they have imposed maximum 

profit levels. 

 

Is this the right thing to do?  What is the correct price of food?  I would like to show 

you some quotes.  Oxfam, as you know, is a very famous NGO working on food 

problems in the world.  Oxfam wrote five years ago that the big problems for poverty 

and food security were low prices.  They said that surplus production of Western 

countries sold on world markets at artificially low prices was making it impossible for 

farmers in other countries to compete and, as a consequence, 900 million farmers are 

losing their livelihoods, so they are in poverty.  Three years later in 2008 Oxfam said 

the following; that higher food prices had pushed millions of people in developing 

countries into hunger and poverty and that at that time there were more than 900 

million malnourished people in the world. 

 

Oxfam is therefore claiming that when prices went up, 900 million went into poverty 

and food insecurity, and that when prices go down the same happens.  This obviously 

cannot happen at the same time - or maybe it can! 
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Is it only Oxfam?  Maybe you would expect this from an NGO trying to get a lot of 

publicity and raising funds, but this is from the FAO, United Nations.  In 2005 they 

wrote:  “Long-term downward trend in agriculture prices threatens the food security 

of hundreds of millions of people in the world, some of the poorest”; and three years 

later they wrote:  “Rising food prices are worsening.”  They said there was an 

unacceptable level of food deprivation suffered by almost 900 million people.  

Therefore they are saying the same thing.  They say that when prices go down it is 

bad for food security, and afterwards when prices go up. 

 

I can show you data from other institutions that have done much the same thing.  This 

is not a joke; it is very, very serious, because we should be concerned about world 

food security - so should we be happy when prices go up?  Five years ago we all 

wanted prices to rise, and now that prices have risen we are all very worried about it.  

This is what happens in reality, and some people benefit from it and some people are 

hurt; some countries benefit from it and some countries are hurt.  We should be very 

explicit about that, and then we can better target the problems. 

 

One issue is dependency on imports, which varies between countries.  These are the 

countries of the region and you can see that the share of imports as a percentage of 

domestic consumption varies tremendously.  In Georgia and Armenia more than half 

of cereals consumed there have been imported.  In Kazakhstan it is only 1 per cent, in 

Turkmenistan 3 per cent and Russia 3 per cent.  Those are very different countries and 

the effects will be very different. 

 

What is interesting is when we look at countries that import grain in this part of the 

world - Azerbaijan, Armenia, Georgia and Kyrgyzstan - we see that that grain comes 

from neighbouring countries, from Kazakhstan, Russia and Ukraine; this is where 

99 per cent of their imports come from.  If those countries change their export policies, 

that will directly affect other countries.  It is very important to keep that in mind. 

 

If food prices rise, what matters most is how they rise in comparison to incomes.  

Recent data shows here four different countries.  Real wages have risen much more 

strongly than real food prices in all of these countries.  This is important because as 
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long as the economy keeps growing, people will benefit more from growth and 

income than they lose from higher food prices. 

 

Remittances are very important in this part of the world.  Many people here work 

abroad and send money home, and this is particularly important for the poorest 

families.  What you see here is that for the past six years remittances have increased 

and grown tremendously; and that is because wages have increased and more people 

have been working abroad and sending money back home. 

 

There was a fall-back in 2009, which was due to the financial and economic crisis in 

2009, but the drop is not that large compared to the prior years. 

 

There is an opportunity to benefit from the high price, but many poor people are 

vulnerable; so how can we benefit and protect those vulnerable people?   

 

This part of the world has become a major exporter.  You can see that the CIS, which 

is mostly Russia, Kazakhstan and Ukraine, are now producing and exporting roughly 

the same amount as the EU, and exporting about the same as the United States.  They 

export milk and meat, but cereals are by far the most important export product - about 

14 per cent of the world - and the production levels in cereals and milk are 50 per cent.  

These are large shares. 

 

How can we increase this?  We can either use more inputs, more land, water and 

people to produce it, with more pesticides and more seeds; or we increase the 

productivity with the same inputs.  Then the issue is sustainability: is it possible in the 

short run; can we sustain it in the long run?  Land and water resources are a big issue.  

The good news for this part of the world is that there may be more options to expand 

particularly land use with climate change.   

 

This shows how land use has changed since 1992, the beginning of the transition 

period.  In Georgia, Kazakhstan and Tajikistan, a lot of land that used to be used for 

agriculture is no longer used.  The number of Kazakhstan is 37 per cent, which is a lot 

of land.  Probably part of this land is marginal but part of it may well be able to be 
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used again, if food prices keep rising and it is profitable again to do so.  The same 

applies to Russia and to a lesser extent Ukraine. 

 

These are grain yields.  It is a familiar picture.  Between 1990 and 1998, so the first 

decade of transition, there was a big decline, but since 1999 these figures have gone 

up a lot.  The question is: how can we ensure productivity figures keep growing? 

 

If we compare land productivity the wheat yields here are with the rest of the world.  

On the right-hand side you can see Argentina, Australia, Canada, China, EU, US.  

Roughly the productivity levels of Kazakhstan and Russia, for example, have closed 

the gap over the past decade.  The EU levels are much higher than the US level but 

that is because the EU has a much more intensive grain production system.  You 

cannot just compare it in Kazakhstan with the EU, but you could compare Kazakhstan 

with Australia and Canada, and you can see that there are the same growth levels.  

The same goes for Russia. 

 

In regard to climate change these are really sophisticated models, but the big picture 

looks like this.  If you see red that is bad; it means that it is going to become drier in 

the next 30 or 40 years.  When you see blue that means it will become wetter.  When 

you look at the map you can see that in this part of the world climate change will 

make more water available rather than less, as in Africa.  

 

This translates into the predicted yield changes.  This is until 2050.  The red means 

that yields will go down, which is bad news for most of the southern part of the world, 

but they are predicted to go up in this part of the world, where it becomes more green.  

That is positive news for food production capacity in this part of the world. 

 

Estimates have been done by some organisations, including the EBRD.  If you look at 

the area available for potential use and the yields that will increase in the future, if we 

multiply them that is the potential growth.  You can see that for Kazakhstan, Ukraine 

and Russia these are big numbers, 80 per cent - almost a doubling of the food supply 

that they estimate is still possible.  This is conditional on the right infrastructure and 

policies.   That is the challenge. 
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How can we promote this potential?  I have listed here five different sets of policies 

that are very important in order to meet these challenges, to address future food 

security problems and to help these countries contribute to food security problems in 

the rest of the world.  I will just list them.  The first is to promote overall economic 

growth, which is extremely important for reducing poverty and food security issues 

inside the country - so we should not do anything that will detract from that.  Social 

safety nets are very important to address the food problems of the poorest and weakest 

in society.  In regard to the policy framework we should think about the trade 

restrictions that have been imposed on the import side and the export side by various 

countries, and how we can develop a rule system so that we minimise the disruption 

in food supplies. 

 

There are still more policy and institutional reforms needed.  There is a variety of 

issues that could go to forming some of the credit systems, the financial systems.  It 

has to do with making sure farmers get better access to inputs and that markets 

function better.  The last thing is investment: there is much room for more private 

investment.  If you look at average FDI in these countries it is still small compared to 

those in the countries of central and eastern Europe, those nearer western Europe.  

There is a lot of room for more public investment, infrastructure and research.  There 

are many potential synergies.   

 

There are many more other things on my slide, but they will make available.  I will 

end with my last slide, which are the questions that I want to open up for the panel 

members: what are the areas where they feel governments and international 

organisations can have most effects?  How is it best to effectively collaborate from the 

private sector, from the governments’ perspective and from the perspective of the 

international organisations?  What are the priorities?  Of course we want to do 

everything but we cannot do everything at once because we do not have time and we 

do not have all the budgetary means, so we should set priorities. 

 

Given the huge heterogeneity across the region what policy and institutional reforms 

are important to all the countries, which are country-specific and which are specific 

for certain regions or groups within specific countries. 
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I will be happy to give the floor to Minister Mamytbekov. 

 

MR MAMYTBEKOV (Interpretation):  I would like to thank our Moderator for this 

meeting and for the tone he has set for the discussion.  With every comment made 

here we will try and help solve the challenges that were defined.   

 

I welcome you here on behalf of the Ministry of Agriculture of Kazakhstan.  Ensuring 

food security is one of the most important challenges for Kazakhstan; it is important 

for our economy and our development as a whole.  The agriculture sector has been the 

priority in the last ten years. 

 

Kazakhstan has achieved much in its agricultural sector.  We see a lot of progress in 

every area of agriculture and naturally in growing cereals.  Over the last ten years we 

have always had a place in the list of ten largest exporters in the world, and over the 

last three or four years we were the first flour exporter.  All of the export volume goes 

mainly to our neighbours, the countries of Central Asia, particularly to those countries 

that are stable importers of our products. 

 

Given recent developments in regard to price of wheat and flour and internationally, 

the role of Kazakhstan in regional and global food security is becoming more and 

more important. 

 

Notwithstanding the fact that we had a terrible drought and we were only able to 

gather a much smaller crop in 2010 compared to the previous years, we did not 

introduce any export bans or restrictions or impose any duties.  The domestic market 

was saturated with government stockpiles, and in 2010 and 2011 Kazakhstan was able 

to export about 6 million tonnes of grain, which was an important factor in ensuring 

the food security of the region. 

 

It is obvious that apart from Kazakhstan the nearest exporter of wheat is Russia.  

Unfortunately, this year they imposed restrictions on their exports.  The importing 

countries had to pay very high prices for grain imports because they have to be 

transported either through the Persian Gulf or by sea through the Black Sea and 

onwards. 
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In addition to that, we took an active part in providing humanitarian food age to 

Central Asian nations in the form of wheat, flour and dried milk.   

 

The export potential of our agriculture is much greater and we need to make 

additional efforts to tap into this potential, which is huge, if you look at the natural 

resource part of it.  That is why Kazakhstan is undertaking major projects to develop 

wheat or grain infrastructure.  We recently saw the construction of grain elevators in 

Iran and also Baku in Azerbaijan.  We will use an elevator for transporting wheat by 

rail via Turkmenistan from Kazakhstan to northern Iran.  This will allow us to 

increase our grain exports.  Unfortunately, for the time being we cannot export more 

than 1.5 million tonnes of grain to Iran.  Half of this goes by railroad through 

Sarakash and Sarakhs, and the other half is transported by sea so there are some 

bottlenecks in the transportation capacity.  The new railroad will allow us to increase 

the throughput.  The country is developing the railway infrastructure to help increase 

exports. 

 

The same road can be used to ship products to Turkmenistan and the Kyrcalpak 

region in Uzbekistan.  There are large plots of land that can be cultivated for growing 

crops, and this will require additional efforts.  There will be increased acreage of 

irrigated land.  We believe that some land is not used properly at the moment, which 

prevents us from tapping fully into our agricultural potential.  Given our climate, we 

cannot grow anything without much risk unless you irrigate the land; and so irrigation 

is an important factor.  However, that requires a lot of capital expenditure.  

 

There are challenges and issues involving the upgrading and modernisation of 

existing irrigation and amelioration networks.  Canals were originally built in Soviet 

times and experience a lot of leakage due to evaporation and drainage issues.  This is 

an ineffective and inefficient use of water resources, so there is plenty of room for 

improvement there as well.   

 

Modern technology relies on pipes to transport water, using less water for irrigation 

but gaining a better effect. 
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There are also issues about improving productivity in the agricultural sector, which 

requires new technology procurement of new farming machinery.  In the past ten 

years Kazakhstan has invested significantly in capital goods, and many farming 

businesses have been able to procure new machinery.  There are still farming 

businesses that rely on outdated farming machinery that is less efficient and not so 

good for boosting crop yields. 

 

Last year we had a drought, and producers relying on modern technology and modern 

agricultural methods, using special techniques, were able to grow a substantial crop 

which was the same as the average for previous years.   

 

There are issues in regard to institutional reforms, including financing.  We are 

looking into this, particularly in the area of cooperation.  Financing is a priority.  We 

are looking at the European experience and cooperating with the German Fund.  We 

are looking into the experience of cooperation financing for agricultural producers. 

 

Another important area for us is infrastructure and logistics because we are located far 

away from the sea.  It sometimes boils down  to how you transport and market your 

products rather than how you produce them.  Some of us will remember that in a 

particular year we produced a record high crop, but because of high transportation 

costs our producers were unable to market their crops because it costs approximately 

$100 per tonne to export products to sea ports on the Black Sea, for example.  That 

negatively affects our competitiveness.  That is why we are also looking at 

diversifying.  We are looking at the possibilities of exporting to the Asia Pacific 

region.  We believe that this holds a lot of promise. 

 

There is a large number of issues involving veterinary controls and safety as well as 

planned controls, particularly given that now we are implementing an export 

orientated programme.  It is very important for us to focus on issues involving cattle 

and animal husbandry; so it is important for us to ensure that our products comply 

with the safety and health requirements.  This is one area where we can cooperate 

closely with the development institutions.  We are already in consultation with the 

FAO as well as other international partners. 
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To summarise the issue of food security in the region, during the most recent 

Economic Forum in Astana where senior managers from FAO were also present, we 

proposed improving international cooperation and coordination in this area because  

significant price movements, from high to low or vice versa, have a negative impact 

on output.  There is a cycle involved, but we believe that that cycle became 

compressed.  In 2007 wheat was $300-350 per tonne and at one point it was very 

difficult to sell the product at that price; and only three years later we see another 

price spike in 2010.  We believe that if we can improve international cooperation and 

coordination we might be able to smooth out these spikes in prices because at times of 

falling prices we could sell products at a price that would still keep producers in the 

black; but then, when prices increase, the producers will consider the fact that in the 

past there was some support for prices from the buyers, who would reduce their prices 

accordingly. 

 

We believe that there is room for using market tools and instruments to influence 

price movements and for using stockpiles of grain to prevent price hikes. 

 

This is yet another area where we believe we can cooperate with the international 

development institutions as well as the importing nations. 

 

In terms of whether it is good or bad when prices are high and low, it is a mixed 

blessing because from the producers’ and buyers’ perspective it is good to have stable 

prices that properly reflect the cost of production.  In my view, a price that is too high 

or too low does not help anyone. 

 

I conclude by encouraging the panel members and the audience to actively participate 

in the discussions; then hopefully we can come up with ideas on how the challenges 

can be resolved.   I wish you a useful and productive session. 

 

PROFESSOR SWINNEN:  Thank you very much, Minister, for your very clear 

presentation on developments in Kazakh agriculture, on the challenges and your 

perspective on price. 
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MS UMALI-DEININGER:  It is a pleasure for me to be here, and I would like to 

thank the EBRD for arranging this very important session dealing with the food 

security challenge and the role that agriculture can play in addressing that challenge. 

 

The rising prices that we are now facing are a major concern.  When we saw 

commodity prices beginning to decrease after the food crisis in 2008 and things 

beginning to settle in 2009, we thought that it was over.  Now, three years later, it is 

back again and the prices are up.  The World Bank estimates that the global food price 

index has increased by 36 per cent between April 2010 and April 2011.  What is 

different today compared to the 2007-2008 crisis is that the price increases now cover 

a broader range of commodities, for example maize, wheat, rice, sugar and edible oils. 

 

Several factors have contributed to this increase: the weather, the droughts in Russia, 

Ukraine and Brazil, and the floods in Australia.  They have all contributed to a supply 

shortfall.  The subsequent trade restrictions following that exacerbated the situation, 

and recently the rising fuel prices as a result of the unrest in the Middle East have 

further contributed to increasing prices. 

 

We are also seeing a greater price volatility in agricultural commodities.  The World 

Bank estimates that the international grain price variability measured at the mean has 

now more than doubled between 2005 and 2010, when compared to 1990-2005.  We 

are now therefore also facing rising prices and grain price volatility. 

 

This is a big concern because the rising prices further increase the vulnerability of 

many households that are already suffering from the global financial and economic 

crisis in terms of unemployment that resulted from that. 

 

What does this mean?  To date, our estimates are that 44 million have now been 

pushed to poverty because of rising prices.  We looked at Europe and Central Asia, 

and the combined effect of rising prices of food and energy is pushing about 

5.3 million people into poverty.  This is a major concern. 

 

As Dr Swinnen pointed out, there are people who will lose and there are people who 

will benefit.  It opens up many opportunities for farmers because now they will have 
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the incentive to invest more and produce more.  However, this is easier said than done 

and there are many constraints. 

 

There is a need for great investment to make our agriculture more climate resilient.  

The Minister has already mentioned the need for increased investment in 

rehabilitation and modernisation of irrigation systems.  In the Europe and Central 

Asia region this is one of its biggest assets: between the former CIS regions, eastern 

Europe and Turkey there are 20 million hectares that are irrigated in this region.  In a 

period of greater weather variability and climate change, having a well-functioning 

irrigation system becomes critical to stabilising quite a bit of production. 

 

However, despite the 20 million hectares available for irrigation there is more that can 

be done and the area can be expanded.  For example, Ukraine has 2.6 million hectares 

available for infrastructure for irrigation, but currently only about 700,000 hectares 

are irrigated because in the past there has been a neglect to maintain all these systems.  

Many of the systems in Europe and Central Asia can be brought back into operation 

with investment and rehabilitation and modernisation. 

 

This is an area where public and private partnerships can be further explored.  We 

have done this for the rehabilitation and modernisation of road infrastructure, and it is 

time now for governments and the private sector to look at PPPs for the rehabilitation 

of irrigation and drainage systems.  There will be a huge requirement to implement 

investment in these areas and there will not be enough resources from government, 

but this is where greater private sector involvement can be explored. 

 

At the same time, what is being irrigated is also being threatened by increased 

water-logging and salinisation.  In Central Asia there are 9 million hectares that are 

currently irrigated and half of these are already affected by some degree of salinity or 

water logging.  There is now a need for improved water management, teaching 

farmers how to farm better in terms of water applications.  This has been the result of 

over application of water and there is a need to work with farmers to manage their 

water better. 
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There is a huge yield gap in many of our countries.  The yields in Russia and 

Kazakhstan are only about 1-2 metric tonnes per hectare, whereas in other countries 

greater yields can be achieved.  It is necessary to have improved access to improved 

varieties of seeds.  In Kyrgyzstan we had an operation that assisted farmers to get 

better access to improved varieties of wheat seeds, and with that alone and improved 

application of fertilisers yields were increased by almost 30-50 per cent in one season.  

There are rapid results that can be achieved, but this will require improved access to 

improved technologies.  

 

A second area where more needs to be done is that of improving property rights to 

land.  Farmers will not invest in farms if they are not sure whether they own the rights 

to the land, so strengthening land administration systems will be very important.  Here, 

the private sector can play an important role by surveying land as an accompaniment 

to improvements of the cadastral systems.   

 

Access to rural finance is also important.  Farmers will require access to working 

capital in order to invest in tractors, pumps and storage facilities.  However, access to 

finance has been a major constraint for many farmers, heavily linked to a lack of clear 

property rights through certificates.  We can all do better in this area. 

 

Another very important area for us, particularly with increasing weather variability, is 

strengthening long-range weather forecasting, monitoring and dissemination.  Part of 

this is the role of governments, particularly in investing hydro-meteorological 

facilities to collect weather data, but the private sector could disseminate this 

information.  There are now innovative possibilities.  We are working with private 

cell phone companies in Kyrgyzstan to disseminate weather information to farmers, to 

warn them if there is a frost coming so they can protect their fruit trees; and if there is 

no rain when would be the best time to plant.  These are small activities, but there are 

also big activities, for instance weather index-based insurance.  This will require good 

hydro-meteorological information but this is where private insurance companies can 

provide this type of insurance to farmers. 
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There is also a big agenda in linking farmers to the market.  As the Minister 

mentioned, huge investments are required in transport and logistics, from grain 

storage to investments in railcars to transport grain from the farms to the sea ports. 

 

Finally, there is a greater need for investments in reducing post-harvest losses.  One 

statistic says that the fruit and vegetable losses in India are equivalent to the food and 

vegetable consumption of England in one year.  The same can be said in many Central 

Asian countries where 20 to 30 per cent is lost on the farm.  This implies that there 

should be improvements in transport, packaging and handling, which would also 

require private sector involvement. 

 

There are many more points, but I will stop here.  Thank you. 

 

PROFESSOR SWINNEN:  Thank you very much, Dina, for reminding us of the 

challenges ahead. 

 

MR KUUSVEK:  Mr Chairman, I will make two key points.  The first is the potential 

of the CIS in addressing the global food security challenge, and secondly the role of 

the EBRD. 

 

The first point has been well covered in detail by my colleague from the World Bank, 

but I would like to add a few things.  The CIS has the largest arable land bank in the 

world, which is roughly 13 per cent of the global area.  The key here is represented by 

the three countries: Russia, Ukraine and Kazakhstan.  The production of the CIS is 

16 per cent of global production and in export terms is 17 per cent.  When we look at 

the potential, there is a significantly higher potential here than in other parts of the 

world.  This is partially because of lower yields but I would like to highlight a few 

other areas. 

 

We should bring abandoned land back into use.  On the collapse of the Soviet Union 

the three countries collectively lost about 23 million hectares of land.  To bring half of 

that back is fairly easy and would not take much investment.   
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When we talk about increased yields, even between the three countries, the yield in 

Ukraine is 50 per cent higher than in Russia and nearly three times higher than in 

Kazakhstan, but it still only two-thirds of the yield in EU countries.  Investment is 

needed in new technologies, higher energy efficiency and infrastructure. 

 

That takes me to what EBRD can put on the table.  There is obviously a global food 

security challenge, and it is pretty much a mission.  Affordability of food is more the 

mission of the World Bank and the Asian Development Bank.  The focus of the 

EBRD is private sector development, and this is what we see as our primary goal in 

the agribusiness sector, and we can deliver best through financing specific projects. 

 

We believe that we bring more than money, and we would like to provide a full 

service.  We are working very hard with fellow IFIs and governments to raise 

awareness of the food issue and we are bringing in new innovative financing 

instruments.  For example, in Kazakhstan we started a grain warehouse receipt 

programme in Kazakhstan a number of years ago, which has been working very well.  

We financed grain producers through the local banking sector.  In Serbia we have 

done risk-sharing programmes, which we are expanding to other countries.  We are 

looking at the Brazilian model of pre-harvest financing and trying to implement that 

in Ukraine.  This is about preparing the frameworks for funding. 

 

Then secondly is what we do best, the funding itself, for technology and expansion.  

Interestingly, the Bank has been working backwards.  We started most of our 

agribusiness activity financing processing companies; then we moved onto finance 

traders; then we financed infrastructure, and finally we are financing farming.  Grain 

is the first priority, but we are also moving into livestock, which is higher risk but we 

now know the markets and the products enough to take that risk.  In 2010 alone we 

financed $1.2 billion of agribusiness, and that is only the EBRD money; we work very 

closely with commercial banks, not only those that are by nature more orientated to 

the agriculture sector such as Rabobank and Crédit Agricole, but many others. 

 

Last year we financed over 80 projects across our countries, almost exclusively 

private sector; so this money does not include our investment in roads, railways and 

ports that are not exclusively for the use of agriculture but for other sectors.  On top of 
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the $1.2 billion invested in agriculture we have invested a lot more in infrastructure 

and energy to make private sector operations, including in agriculture, more efficient. 

 

The EBRD can foster post-investment relationships.  Once you get the money and use 

it to implement projects, that is not where our partnership ends.  We are working 

alongside you and helping you when you need it.  

 

That brings me to another key point in addressing food security, and that is 

government policies.  Regrettably, recently we have seen export restrictions in many 

countries, including Russia and Ukraine.   In one there was an export ban and the 

other export quotas that were distributed in a non-transparent manner.  We have been 

tackling these issues, working on the policy level and on the company level, 

troubleshooting with the governments.  In Ukraine a draft law was passed by the 

parliament that would have monopolised the grain export market.  We raised it very 

strongly with the government and managed to make the point, and as a result the 

President vetoed the law.   

 

I would like to emphasise that once you have the money, that is where the relationship 

starts and it does not end there.   

 

DR SWINNEN:  Thank you very much for your presentation.  You have set out the 

role of the EBRD and the institutions represented by other people around the table and 

how they can be complementary in finding solutions. 

 

I am now happy to give the floor to the private sector.  I will begin with Mr Igor 

Ermolenko, the CEO of Kazexportastyk. 

 

MR ERMOLENKO:  I would like to start by thanking the EBRD for organising this 

Forum and bringing it to Astana, and for the exclusive support that our company 

received in 2009, being to the best of my knowledge the only agri-producer in all the 

Central Asian countries to receive the direct support of the EBRD.  We also thank the 

EBRD for discussing the discussion in a real-time way, which means that by the time 

the floor is given to the farmers everything will have been discussed and more or less 

decided and directions given so that we do not have much to do but fulfil those. 
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On a more serious note, in regard to what the Minister of Agriculture of Kazakhstan 

said, I will echo a few things we are doing. 

 

Much has been said about technology.  Our company is trying to identify and bring to 

Kazakhstan, and adapt to Kazakh soil, the most advanced technologies.  I am very 

pleased to see that a good half of the audience are people who are financing or 

supplying or supporting those efforts in some way. 

 

Having said that, we heard from FAO and other experts about the situation of food 

security.  According to FAO there are as many people in the world over-eating as 

under-eating.  We should not forget this fact when we are asking farmers to produce 

more, to drop their prices and suffer even more than they do in many countries.  The 

world is producing twice as much food as it needs for consumption; not more than 

60 per cent gets to the consumer.  Again, do we need to produce more or do we need 

to concentrate on post-harvest losses and improved technologies? 

 

I echo what the Minister said: there are years of over-production and years of 

under-production.  In the CIS as much grain was rotten and thrown away in 2009 as 

the Middle East lacked in 2010. 

 

As an agri-producer we participate in what is considered to be food security in wider 

terms.  We try to improve yields and to export more, thus ensuring that food costs a 

bit less than it would have cost otherwise.  We work a great deal on substitutional 

imports, which fall into the same category.  For example, Kazakhstan in the last five 

years imported 44-52 per cent of its vegetable oils, and within three years we 

managed to become the biggest producer of oil seeds in CIS, at least by area planted.  

These are the areas where we are working and cooperating with many of you as well 

as companies like Syngenta.  As we are speaking 240 of the best in world complexes, 

are sowing; so the good news is that 42,000 to 43,000 hectares just in one company 

are sown per day, which means that in September and October we will get more food, 

high-quality food, according to the best standards of the European Union, which will 

be exported in the next grain marketing year.  I do not think we can do more.   
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I look forward to hearing your feedback in the question and answer session. 

 

PROFESSOR SWINNEN:  Thank you very much - that is doing rather than just 

talking.  The numbers that you have presented are very impressive. 

 

I will now give the floor to Alexander Berkovsky, who is the General Manager of 

Syngenta not just for the three countries I manage but for the whole of the CIS. 

 

MR BERKOVSKY:  I would like to thank the EBRD for this opportunity; I am really 

pleased to be here. 

 

By way of introduction I want to spend a minute on Syngenta and what we do before I 

start my presentation, which will help you understand where we are coming from 

when we talk about conflicting choices in seeking to achieve sustainable food 

production. 

 

Syngenta is a global agricultural size-based company.  We discover and develop new 

technologies to help farmers improve productivity of crops around the world.  These 

include pesticides to help them manage weeds and diseases, seeds to help them 

manage their yields and knowledge-sharing to help them improve the efficiency of 

their farming practices. 

 

Out of our 25,000 people world-wide, 5,000 are in research and development alone.  

We are a highly regulated industry.  Our products must meet strict safety and 

environmental standards, and rightly so.  To bring the most effective and safest 

products to the market we must rely on expensive research and sound science, and 

this is one of our key strengths.  We primarily operate at the very front of the food 

value change, helping farmers produce the best crops they can for food, animal feed, 

renewable fuels, in the most productive and sustainable way possible. 

 

The success of agriculture can be seen from the time of the green revolution from 

1943.  These brought more than agriculture and more than technology, such as high-

yielding cereals, hybrid seeds, fertilisers and pesticides to some of the world’s poorest 

farmers.  The use of these technologies exponentially increased the amount of world 
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food production and at the same time helped reduce poverty.  However, there is still a 

long way to go.  It is clear that we will not see this kind of productivity gain with the 

technologies of the past, but does productivity have to be at the expense of 

sustainability?  I think not.  Average global yield of major commodities is below the 

best yielding farms.  This is not surprising, and we may never be able to move all 

systems to the high end, but we can start to do so with the lower end, which at a fairly 

low cost will increase global yield and help stabilise the market. 

 

That brings me to the most simple dilemma we face today in agriculture: we have to 

do even more with less.  The human population of the planet is still growing and fast-

growing.  By 2050, just forty years from now, the population will grow from 6 billion 

to 9 billion.  That, coupled with dietary shifts driven by economic development the 

strain on food supply will be immense.  The facts are clear: to feed all the people on 

the planet we will need to nearly double our food production.  It is also clear that most 

of the best farmland on this planet is under cultivation.  We do not really see the need 

to bring more land under cultivation; we just need to make the most of the land that is 

already being farmed.  We have a range of products that when sprayed on wheat for 

example reduces the growth of the green parts in favour of grain; that means dwarfing 

the plants and allowing for 15 to 20 per cent decrease in water consumption and a 

15 per cent increase in yield. 

 

Clearly, the second challenge to overcome is water supply.  The problem of water 

scarcity is already serious and not just in the obvious ways.  Five years ago just 12 per 

cent of the world’s population was living under water-stressed conditions.  By 2025 

that number will triple to a third of the world’s population. 

 

The drought last year in Russia and Kazakhstan demonstrated production volatility 

and also huge dependence on drought-resistant technology to drive sustainable 

agriculture.  Some modern crop-enhancement products like Cruiser improves plants’ 

ability to manage water stress by expanding their vigour and increasing the size of the 

root systems.  By unlocking the full potential of plants we can increase yields, save 

water and reduce carbon emissions.   
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I fully realise that many people may view the use of technology to produce food more 

sustainably as a very conflicting choice.  Today misuse of the precautionary principle 

is based on nothing more than irrational fear, a fear for example that biotech crops 

might somehow get loose in the environment.  The fact remains that 14 years on 

14 million farmers in 25 million countries have safely planted 134 million hectares of 

biotech crops.  This is just one tool for farmers, but it is one they should have access 

to. 

 

We seek to make the farm and the plant itself more efficient users of land and water.  

If we all work together we consultation develop a matrix of holistic solutions that will 

make agriculture perform better against resource insecurities. 

 

If we really want to manage all these conflicts it is important that part of the solution 

must be around safe and responsible use of agricultural technology.  We really believe 

that it is a joint obligation of the entire food value chain to convey to the consumer 

that the technologies are safe and sustainable.   

 

Thank you for the opportunity to share my perspective. 

 

PROFESSOR SWINNEN:  Thank you for your contribution and for emphasising the 

role of technology.   

 

I will now ask for any questions to the Panel members or more broadly. 

 

QUESTION:  I would like to ask the Minister about the role of the government in the 

agricultural sector because we are seeing a move in Russia with the United Grain 

Company becoming more dominant.  What is his perspective on that and how does he 

see FCC evolving in Kazakhstan?  Is the idea to shape it up to look like the United 

Grain Company, or will there be another approach? 

 

MR MAMYTBEKOV (Interpretation):  The policy of the Kazakhstan Government in 

agriculture and state companies is based on the premise that we do not want to 

compete with the private sector where we have the interests of the private sector and 

the opportunities.  Government will only be involved where the private sector cannot 
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compete or operate because of low profitability.  Overall, we think that government 

involvement is necessary for this sector.   

 

Let me give you the example of construction of grain terminals.  Initially we 

approached this with a 100 per cent government-owned company, but later on a 

private company approached us and thought it would be profitable for them to be 

engaged.  The grain terminal was able to be built by private business, and that is why 

we yielded and gave them the opportunity to become involved and implement the 

project. 

 

The same goes for exports, although the Food Contract Corporation in 2009 

purchased more than 2 million tonnes of grain in the domestic market, which 

represents approximately 25 per cent of the total national production.  Given that in 

that year exports were very difficult and constrained because of lack of global demand 

and low prices, the national Food Contract Corporation decided not to compete 

against the private sector because the demand was so low; and if the state company, 

with its opportunities started to sell grain, it would have driven prices even more 

because the government company was the only one to offer that much grain.  In order 

not to interfere with the market we decided to keep all that grain in the domestic 

market, instead of exporting it.  That was a great help in 2010 when the domestic 

market experienced strain because of excessive demand. 

 

Overall our policy is that the private sector should do everything that it is able to do.   

 

In regard to establishing a company similar to the Russian grain exporter, we are 

looking at it, but we would rather focus with that company on an even better interface 

between government and private businesses because, for example, the state contract 

corporation could buy out grain but it is a high-risk activity because of price volatility 

and we could lose money at any point.  Given the existing arrangements of private 

businesses in export activities and their contracts and competitive edge, we think that 

if we use those companies as export channels in a PPP arrangement, we will be able 

to use the leading competitive edge of private businesses even more. 

 

AM – Food Security 22 



QUESTION (Interpretation):  My question is to the Minister.  I represent Flowserve, 

an American corporation, a pump manufacturer.  We know that you have a couple of 

water projects to bring water from the Irtysh river to central Kazakhstan, for example. 

 

In your presentation you highlighted the importance of irrigation and water systems.  

You will recall that we have provided a technical proposal on plans for these two 

projects. 

 

We know that upgrading of the Surfiav Canal will be financed by the EBRD.  Do you 

have any news about the financing of that project? 

 

MR MAMYTBEKOV (Interpretation):  If we are talking here about trading in pumps, 

unfortunately, there is nothing I can say about the canal.  Let me say that everything is 

done competitively here, and if your pumps are more competitive and better and less 

expensive, of course they will be selected. 

 

On land irrigation, later today we will be meeting EBRD experts specifically on that 

issue.  We will look at developing financing models for that project because we need 

to understand that where lands and irrigation systems were abandoned some of that 

land was owned by someone and portions of those systems are owned by someone.  

We cannot expect everything to be done only by direct government investment 

because other owners can protest, and they will wonder why neighbouring landowners 

have not benefited from that, and why the government provided so much money to 

their neighbours to allow them to irrigate more and to receive better yields and profits 

from their land.  That would not be fair.  At the same time, land users and owners do 

not have the financial wherewithal to invest so much into irrigation systems, although 

it is profitable.  We have done some maths, and we have 30,000 hectares near 

Sergeray water front to bring water for irrigation and to bring electric power and build 

processing facilities for that land area.  It will require $80-90 million, which is 

$7.5-8 million per hectare.  That is a feasible amount.  In current prices those costs 

will be paid back in about three years.  This can be financed on a commercial basis, 

but if land owners do not have access to financing we will have to develop a model 

for land owners to participate in construction costs.  They will also be given the 

ability to recoup that investment.  At the same time, for those who do not want to 
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invest in their land there should be a transparent and efficient mechanism to withdraw 

lands from those owners and grant those lands to more efficient land owners. 

 

MR PAXTON (Reuters):  I have a general question to everybody and anybody.  How 

much do you believe high food prices are driven by fundamentals, supply and 

demand; and how much is a result of speculative trade and currency policy?  If you 

believe the latter do you think we need more regulation to limit speculation in 

commodity markets? 

 

PROFESSOR SWINNEN:  We will probably need a conference to answer that 

question. 

 

MR KUUSVEK:  I would be extremely reluctant to propose more regulation because 

we have seen that some of the regulations imposed in the countries that we have 

discussed today might have a short-term effect on keeping food prices low in the 

country, and they certainly have the effect of not helping globally; and in the long run, 

as a rule they tend to make investments more risky, therefore expensive, and therefore 

they increase food prices. 

 

MS UMALI-DEININGER:  I agree with Mr Kuusvek that there are better 

mechanisms to cope with the food crisis than piling on more regulations because 

sometimes they have the wrong impact in the end.  There are other mechanisms for 

short-term food crises - implementation of more effective safety nets and investing 

long-term in climate-smart agriculture. 

 

MR MAMYTBEKOV (Interpretation):  I agree with my colleagues: administrative 

methods and excessive regulation will not provide the desired result.  However, we 

need a certain regulation of markets, for example a mechanism that would allow 

creation of sufficient reserves that could be created during years of higher yields, 

which could then be used to lower the impact of price rises and help lower prices.  

Another mechanism is development of competition in trading areas.  Unfortunately, 

when prices are allowed to increase it is not the producers who are the ultimate 

beneficiaries; intermediaries and unscrupulous traders are the real beneficiaries 

because they create artificial price rises. 
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MR BERKOVSKY:  Probably the only way to fight against volatility is to have 

sustainability in production.  Today, most regulatory measures are reactive rather than 

proactive, and if we invest in proper technologies, which enable sustainability in 

production, which will balance demand and supply, that will probably be the solution. 

 

PROFESSOR SWINNEN:  We are two minutes beyond our final time so I will close 

the Panel.  I just want to make two points.  If you look at the common views, there is 

clear agreement that there is enormous potential in this region, which in itself is an 

important conclusion because it is good news for the world and for this region.  The 

question is how to achieve that potential.  Many people have emphasised price 

volatility, which is a major issue, and we should be thinking about to handle that.  

A number of ideas have been put on the table.  A third issue is the role of technology, 

and that is crucial in increasing productivity, climate resilience and efficiency of 

water use.  The fourth point that clearly came out was the issue of infrastructure.  

How do you get the food from the fields to the consumers?  The Minister referred to 

the cost of bringing Kazakh wheat to the harbour, and other people referred to the 

wastage.  If you do not get food to the consumer it is wasted and pushing down local 

prices. 

 

Technical and infrastructure and how to deal with volatility require capital investment 

in a number of things, so the question is the type of finance models we need and how 

we get the finance.  The EBRD came up with some interesting examples of innovative 

finance models.  The vertical coordination model is one example given by 

Mr Ermelenko.  There are huge variations across the regions, with different farms and 

different environmental conditions.  All of these require different types of financial 

models, as the Minister explained. 

 

We need to take a pragmatic view about developing these models and we should be 

open to all kinds of innovative ideas and learn from the best practices from 

neighbouring countries and other people in the business. 

 

I thank the panel members for their excellent presentations and overviews.  Thank you 

for participating. 


