Global Warming Hits Rice Bowls
by Audrey Tan
March 25, 2016 – Climate change has brought with it floods, droughts and heatwaves.  Equally hard to swallow is how the changing weather patterns are hitting food supplies.
Countries like Singapore, which produce only a fraction of their own food, may be able to cope in the short term.  But they need to brace themselves for harder times ahead.  In the coming years, supplies from Thailand's rice bowl in the north-east could shrink, and fish could swim away to cooler waters, for instance.
A recent study by the Nanyang Technological University's S. Rajaratnam School of International Studies (RSIS) noted that variations in food production around the world, due to climate shocks, are likely to become more intense and frequent.
The report said that, by 2030, for example, rice production in north-eastern Thailand could be reduced by up to 17.8%, due to flooding and storm surges.
Fish catch potential in the waters of South-east Asia could also shrink by up to 60%, as fish migrate away from the Equator, to escape warmer oceans and increasingly acidic waters.
Climate change has already hit some farmers.  Vietnam's southern Mekong delta - the rice basket of the country - is reeling from the worst drought to hit the country in nearly a century.  It is expected to hit rice harvests hard.
Dr Cecilia Tortajada, a senior research fellow at the National University of Singapore's Lee Kuan Yew School of Public Policy, noted that, as Singapore's food supply is sourced from around the world, supply disruptions due to climate change may not be as severe as for other countries that produce their own food.
"If food from one source does not come, either due to climate change issues or other local problems, such as disruptions at the farm level, Singapore can source its food from other countries," Dr Tortajada told the Straits Times.
Local produce now meets less than 10% of Singapore's food demand.  The country imports the rest from countries such as Malaysia, Japan, and even Brazil.
But Dr Jonatan Lassa, a research fellow from RSIS' Center for Non-Traditional Security Studies, who was involved in the study, pointed out: "Success today may not translate into success tomorrow.  Thinking about climate change is about anticipating food production in 2030 and beyond, and importers should be mindful of diversification that includes climatic context."  This is because in times of production failure, exporting countries will prioritize local markets and needs.
The paper gives recommendations for importing countries, such as Singapore, to increase food security in the long run.  These include investing in food stockpiling, processing and storage systems, so that more food can be kept longer, as well as greater consideration of climatic zones for food diversification policies.
The scientists pointed out, for instance, that although Singapore imports fish from 46 countries, more than 80% comes from South-east Asia.  "Singapore's fish import diversification policy needs to be re-explored," the paper said.
Dr Tortajada said that investing in the supply chains of emerging producer countries, such as those in Sub-Saharan Africa - which has the resources but is not yet a major exporter - is another option.
"Sub-Saharan Africa could become the bread basket of the world, and that is why the world is interested in the governments (of the countries in Sub-Saharan Africa) to further strengthen their institutions and policies there, because there is land, water and sunshine," she said.
An Agri-Food and Veterinary Authority of Singapore (AVA) spokesman said Singapore has in place measures to ensure a resilient supply of safe food, such as helping to raise the productivity of local farms and a diversification strategy to import food from various countries.
"However, we recognize that understanding and building resilience to the effects of climate change is an ongoing effort," she added.  "AVA will continue to review current measures and develop new ones to help Singapore prepare for long-term climate change impacts on our food supply."
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