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For some time now,
we have focused
our attention on

the twin issues of pro-
duction and exports of
major crops as a way of
examining the export
oriented policies that
began in the US in the
mid-1980s when US ex-
ports began to fall after
nearly a decade of con-
stant increases. Begin-
ning with the 1972
crop, increasing ex-
ports began to create

the expectation of an era of export-led prosper-
ity for US farmers. US farmers began to believe
that they had a responsibility to increase pro-
duction and exports so that the hungry of the
world could be fed.

At the time of the World Food Conference in
1974, over 800 million people out of a world
population of 4.2 billion people were classified
as chronically hungry. The participants of the
World Food Conference pledged to eradicate
hunger within a decade.

Over 20 years later, the 1996 World Food
Summit pledged to reduce the number of hun-
gry by half by 2015. At the time the number of
hungry still exceeded 800 million out of a world
population of 5.8 billion people.

Today the world population is 6.8 billion peo-
ple and the number classified as chronically
hungry has risen to over 1.1 billion and 2015 is
just five years away. The effort to reduce the
number of hungry has gone backwards. Once
again, there are efforts to significantly reduce
this number.

To help us understand what is going on, we
took some time to look at changes in both world
population and the world production of major
grains and oilseeds. Over the last 30 years
(1980-2009), the world population has in-
creased by 51.7 percent from 4.45 billion in
1980 to 6.76 billion in 2009.

During this time period the production of 8
major grains (barley, corn, millet, oats, rice, rye,
sorghum, and wheat) has increased by 54.6 per-
cent, just slightly more than the population in-
crease.

The production of seven oilseeds, on the other
hand, has increased by 188.7 percent over this
period. Together the 15 crops have increased by

67.4 percent over the 1980-2009 period.
During this period we have seen extended

times when the price of these 15 crops was well
below the cost of production for US farmers and
many other farmers around the world. Despite
the low prices, the level of hunger did not de-
crease because even with a low price 800 mil-
lion people lacked the ability to buy the
low-priced grain in adequate quantities to re-
duce chronic hunger.

In looking at hunger, we face two interlinking
issues. The first is the adequacy of production.
Do we produce enough of the basic grains and
oilseeds to provide an adequate diet that also in-
cluded fruits, vegetables, and animal products?
The data from the last 30 years suggests that
while we need to continue to increase agricul-
tural productivity, we have been producing
enough calories to meet the needs of the world,
albeit there may be a need to adjust the pro-
duction mix.

The second issue involves the ability of people
to afford to buy food that has been produced by
others or the ability and wherewithal to produce
it themselves. The answer to this issue is much
more problematic as evidenced by constant
presence of 800 million to 1.1 billion chronically
hungry people in the world.

In looking at some of the activity that sur-
rounds the cause of “feeding the world’s 9.2-9.5
billion people in 2050,” we have some concerns
because the activity only focuses on the first
problem. We have no doubt that the world’s
farmers will be able to increase the 15 crop pro-
duction at a rate faster than the increase in pop-
ulation over the next forty years. The question is
will those who need the food be able to afford to
purchase it or will some of it have to be diverted
to other uses to cover the cost of production.

Looking at a number of historical and con-
temporary models, we have come to believe that
a significant part of reducing hunger in the
world depends upon taking small-holder agri-
culture seriously, providing small producers
with the level of public research and extension
that will enable them to feed themselves and
their family.

The exporting of crops will always have its
place in balancing out the variability of local
production, but exports alone have not brought
prosperity to farmers in the developed world or
freedom from hunger among the world’s poor. ∆
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