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Women as producers 
and consumers are 
central to achieving 

household, national and 
universal food security. 

INTRODUCTION 

Women are providers 
a n d c o n s u m e r s of food 
a n d h e a l t h . A s s u c h , 
women fear the breaking 
down of borders that a l ­
low those with capital and 
goods to d om ina t e the 
globalising world economy. 
Uneven g lobal develop­
m e n t w i l l c o n t i n u e to 
stagnate and marginal ise 
fu r the r poor c o u n t r i e s 
and poor women. 

T h i s article briefly examines 
two cr i t ica l consumer issues—food 
a n d h e a l t h i n the c o n t e x t of 
women a n d global isat ion. The ef­
fects of g lobal isat ion of the wor ld 
e c o n o m y a n d i t s i m p a c t o n 
women's role as providers of food 
a n d hea l th are d i scussed here. 

F O O D 
T h e g l o b a l i s a t i o n a n d 

l ibera l isat ion of ag r i cu l tura l trade 
as a strategy for achiev ing univer ­
sal food security a n d its impact on 
poor women requires more inves­
t igat ion a n d studies . 

Howeve r , a va i l ab l e s t u d i e s 
show that i n the 1960s, the m a i n 
pol icy of poor countr ies was st i l l 
self-sufficiency in food produc t i on 
bu t i n the 1970s th is shifted to a 
r a p i d g r o w t h of food i m p o r t s , 
ma in ly cereals from r i ch countr ies 
par t i cu la r l y the Organ i za t i on for 
Economic Cooperat ion a n d Devel­
opment (OECD) countr ies . The oi l 
c r i s i s a n d the in f lux of loans from 
O E C D countr ies are some reasons 
for th i s shift. 

The debt c r i s i s of the 1980s 
a n d the G e n e r a l Ag reement o n 
Tarif f a n d Trade/Wor ld Trade Or ­
ganizat ion (GATT/WTO) ru les on 
ag r i cu l tu r e opened u p the food 
sector to free t rade o n a wo r l d 
scale. Nat iona l pol ic ies of s u b s i ­
dies a n d impor t restr ic t ions h a d 
protected th is sector prev iously i n 
r i c h a n d poor c oun t r i e s . W h e n 

farm subs id ies are removed, smal l 
farmers pa r t i cu l a r l y women are 
marg ina l i s ed . T h i s s i tua t i on re­
sults in less home food production. 

The es tab l i shment of regional 
trade b l o cks l ike the E u r o p e a n 
U n i o n (EU), Nor th Amer i c a Free 
Trade Agreement (NAFTA), As i a -
Pac i f i c E c o n o m i c C o o p e r a t i o n 
(APEC) and Southern Cone Com­
mon Marke t (MERCOSUR ) are en­
ter ing the free flow of agr i cu l tura l 
commodit ies . Today, i n a super­
marke t i n M a n i l a , K u a l a L u m p u r 
or J a k a r t a , y ou f ind more New 
Zea land/Aust ra l i an apples. South 
A f r i can oranges, S p a n i s h pome­
granates, Ch i l e an grapes than lo­
ca l guava or starfruit. Locally pro­
duced food is now more expensive 
t h a n impor ted i tems. Consumers ' 
choice of product is often on the 
basis of price a n d affordability. If 
apples are cheaper than guavas, 
the purchase wou ld obviously be 
apples resu l t ing in the consump­
tion of imported food more than 
local products . 

The massive f looding of local 
markets wi th imported commodi ­
t i e s p r o d u c e d b y l a r g e 
t r a n s n a t i o n a l c o r p o r a t i o n s / b i g 
farmers wi l l inevitably see the d is­
p lacement of s m a l l farmers. 

Women as producers 
a n d consumers are 
centra l to achieving 
househo ld , nat iona l 

a n d un i ve rsa l food security. The 
worldwide l iberal isat ion of trade in 
food a n d a g r i c u l t u r a l p r o d u c t s 
t h r e a t e n s p a r t i c u l a r l y p o o r 
w o m e n ' s r o l e s i n the g o a l of 
achiev ing un i ve rsa l food security. 
Women ' s active pa r t i c i pa t i on i n 
food security is only possible when 
they have access and control of the 
resources required for sus ta in ing 
food secur i ty s u c h as l a n d , the 
ecological a n d soc ia l condi t ions of 
food product ion a n d active part ic i ­
pat ion i n the d i s t r ibut ion and con­
s u m p t i o n of food. However, the 
neglect of women i n most nat ional 
agr icul ture policies has resulted in 
the u n e q u a l d i s t r ibut i on of food to 
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Local foods are now more expensive than imported ones. 

poor women a n d the i r fami l ies . 
T h i s was a statement ar t icu lated 
at the R u r a l Women 's Workshop 
at the Wor ld Food S u m m i t i n No­
vember 1996. 

Fur ther , farmers are now u s ­
ing their l and for export crops l ike 
flowers or exotic fruits l ike straw­
berries for the u r b a n r i ch . Coas ta l 
lands in India for example are now 
used for shr imp farming for export 

to J a p a n , E u ­
r o p e a n d the 
U . S . T h e s e 
c h a n g e s r e su l t 
to the lack of ar-
a b l e l a n d for 
h o m e p r o d u c ­
tion and ecologi­
c a l d e s t ruc t i on 
of food produc­
i ng l ands . A n d 
t h e s e c o n s e ­
quences wi l l re­
sul t i n the d is ­
p lacement of lo­
ca l sma l l farm­
ers a n d s m a l l -
scale producers, 
m o s t of w h o m 
a r e w o m e n . 
T r a n s n a t i o n a l 

4̂  
corporat ions w i l l dominate agr i ­
cu l tu r e , r e su l t i n g in the loss of 
se l f - sus ta in ing local food security 
systems, local dietary habi ts , tra­
d i t i ona l knowledge , b iod ivers i ty 
a n d smal l -sca le product ion . The 
m a i n losers are poor consumers 
especial ly women and ch i ld ren for 
w h o m food wi l l be expensive and 
less accessible . Less food wi l l ad­
verse ly affect the hea l th , n u t r i ­
t iona l a n d educat iona l s tandards 
of the poor. Majority of the poor 
are women. 

HEALTH 
Globa l i sa t i on has meant that 

m a n y hea l th care p roduc ts a n d 
drugs p roduced by the m u l t i n a ­
t iona l d r u g indus t r y or their s u b ­
s i d i a r i e s are ava i l ab l e i n mos t 
countr i es a r o u n d the wor ld. For 
m a n y deve loping count r i es w i th 
weak s tandards of testing, accept­
ab le p r o m o t i o n a n d m a r k e t i n g 

prac t i ces a n d w i th poor c on t r o l 
over the i m p o r t a n d expo r t of 
d r u g s a n d m e d i c a l d e v i c e s , 
g lobal isat ion also means the en­
try of d rugs that have never been 
approved or have been recal led i n 
developed countr ies where regu­
lat ions are more str ingent. 

As Sh i l a Ran i Kaur , CI ROAP ' s 
(Consumer Internat ional Regional 
Office for A s i a Pacific) Project Of­
ficer on Hea l th a n d Pharmaceut i ­
ca l Programme states, "Because 
women are the pr imary care pro­
viders a n d largest c onsumers of 
hea l th care p roduc ts and drugs , 
they also are the first v ic t ims of 
the effects of g lobal isat ion. 

The m u l t i b i l l i o n - d o l l a r d r u g 
i n d u s t r y rea l ises that there are 
profits to be gained from women 
l i v ing longer, from the ir role as 
pr imary care providers as well as 
their increased spending on heal th 
care . Women ' s hea l th care h a s 
now become big bus iness . 

F o r a l o n g t i m e , w o m e n ' s 
hea l th care, meant reproduct ive 
care. Women suffered a n d con­
t inue to suffer f rom the conse­
quences of t ak ing drugs or u s i n g 
devices to regulate fertility. Women 
cont inue to suffer from cancers of 
the reproductive system and sexu­
al ly t ransmit ted diseases." 

However with the globalisation 
of the marketp lace and its logical 
consequence—heal th marke t ing— 
women's health today has been ex­
tended to inc lude condi t ions that 
are spec i f i c to women s u c h as 
menopause and bone deter iora­
t ion, but also heart disease a n d 
cancer that often affect men and 
women differently. Th i s has been 
made possib le because d rug com­
panies are aware that women can 
be conv inced to accept med i ca l 
treatment for these condi t ions. 

Women 's hea l th marke t ing is 
also part of a larger phenomenon 
of d r u g compan ies going direct ly 
to pa t i en t p o p u l a t i o n s a n d i n ­
creas ing their anxiety so that they 
feel compel led to buy d r u g prod­
ucts . The companies project them­
selves as he lp ing women when i n 

18 Women in Action No. 3,1997 



Globalisation means the 
breakdown of 

boundaries as barriers 
of economic 

exploitation. Every 
country, rich or poor, 

developed or 
developing would have 
access to every other 

country. 

fact they are out to raise profits 
for a n increas ing ly older popu la ­
t ion. 

While the research on 
women's hea l th may 
be p roduc ing helpful 
in fo rmat ion that en­

ables the pub l i c to u n d e r s t a n d a 
whole range of d iseases a n d their 
specif ic impac t on women , d r u g 
compan i e s have been u s i n g the 
same in format ion to p u s h d rugs 
that i n some cases are not real ly 
necessary a n d in a lmost a l l cases 
are quite expensive. In Feb rua ry 
1997, Procter & Gamb l e Co. do­
nated U S $ 1 mi l l i on to C o l u m b i a 
U n i v e r s i t y to s t u d y w h y h e a r t 
problems tend to appear in women 
10 years later t h a n in men a n d 
w h y br i t t le bones afflict women 
more t h a n men . The Pha rmaceu ­
t ica l Research a n d Manufac ture rs 
of Amer i c a , the largest l obby ing 
g r o u p for p r e s c r i p t i o n d r u g -
makers , l aunched a n ad campaign 
i n 1 9 9 3 to e n h a n c e c o n s u m e r 
awareness about d r u g indust ry re­
s ea r ch . The effort h a s i n c l u d e d 
three c a m p a i g n s o n T V a n d i n 
major newspapers a n d magaz ines 
tout ing the companies ' research in 
m e n o p a u s e , b reas t c a n c e r a n d 
osteoporosis. 

Not to be left out, one th i rd of 
hosp i ta ls i n the U .S . today have 
some k i n d of women's hea l th cen­
tre, states the A m e r i c a n Hosp i ta l 
Assoc ia t i on . These centres do not 
jus t focus on reproductive care but 
also on manag ing menopause and 
osteoporosis, condi t ions that have 
sudden l y become the subject of 
medica l research a n d t reatment— 
interes t ing ly j u s t after bus in e s s 
got into the act. Unfortunate ly , the 
d r u g a n d the care for these i l l ­
n e s s e s a re b e y o n d w h a t poo r 
women c a n afford. 

PURCHASING POWER 
W o m e n make u p a large work 

force i n the export indus t r i e s i n 
boom countr ies . B u t the women's 
ro l e he re i s a s e c o n d a r y one . 
W o m e n provide cheap labor, are 

exp lo i ted a n d eas i l y contro l l ed . 
W o m e n c o n t i n u e to receive low 
pay, have low educa t i ona l levels, 
poor sk i l l s , a n d work u n d e r haz­
ardous condi t ions . They have l im­
ited weal th measured i n terms of 
l and ownersh ip , propert ies, cap i ­
tal and other factors of product ion, 
l ittle access to credi t , entrepre­
neur ia l opportunit ies and m in ima l 
organisat ions in un ions . The ir l im­
ited earn ings and weak pol i t ica l 
power place them at great r i sks as 
consumers and providers of health 
care a n d food. It h a s been wel l 
d o c u m e n t e d t h a t w o m e n have 
little say i n na t i ona l policies. As 
c o n s u m e r s , w o m e n have no t 
mobi l i sed their power part icular ly 
in developing countr ies . 

G lobal isat ion means the 
b reakdown of nat ional 
boundar ies as barriers 
of economic exploita­

t ion. Every count ry , r i ch or poor, 
deve loped or de v e l op ing w o u l d 
have access to every other c oun ­
try. The poor countr ies would have 
access to the marke ts of the r i ch , 
unres t r i c t ed . In re turn , or rather 
by r ight, the r i ch wi l l have access 
to the marke t s of the poor. B u t 
no th ing s igni f icant has happened 
t h u s far to jus t i f y th i s Utop ian 
d ream. The poor are no longer i n ­
d e p e n d e n t — b o t h w o m e n a n d 
men. They have a lready lost con­
trol over their own currency , over 
their basic needs s u c h as food and 
heal th. If the rules are not changed 
in favour of poor count r i e s and 
poor consumers , the hardsh ip and 
instab i l i t y i n those countr ies wi l l 
sp i l l over to the wor ld at large. The 
al l iances between people's move­
men t s—consumers , women, envi­
ronmenta l and labor are necessary 
to regulate g lobal isat ion a n d re-
c h a n n e l it i n a social ly responsible 
way. 

M s . J o s i e F. is the Regional Director of 
Consumer International Regional Office 
for Asia Pacific. 
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