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Food is a primary building block of human life; it provides sustenance, has deep cultural meaning and is a source 

of livelihood for people around the world. Its value is immeasurable yet our current global economic system has 

reduced it to one more commodity to be bought and sold in the pursuit of profit. Food and agriculture systems 

are a troubling reflection of the wider global economic model dominated by neoliberal economic principles.  

Under the neoliberal model, all goods and services are relegated to the status of mere commodities to be 

bought, sold or traded in a global marketplace. Efficiency and appropriate allocation of goods and services are 

thought to be best achieved through privatization, deregulation, specialization and competition. Growth, wealth 

accumulation and profit maximization become the markers of success, with winners and losers determined by 

an open free market.  

But the existence of winners and losers sets up a fundamental conflict between those engaged in the 

accumulation of wealth and those merely attempting to meet basic human needs.  This conflict manifests itself 

even in the production and distribution of food, where what is at stake is not only the existence of enough safe, 

healthy and adequate food for all people, but their safeguarded access to it.  

The current food price crisis clearly demonstrates this fundamental conflict. Industrial agribusiness corporations 

have reported record profits, while the number of those who are food insecure has surpassed one billion.
1, 2

 The 

extremes of wealth accumulation amidst deepening impoverishment make clear the need for re-structuring of 

the global economic system, starting with the replacement of the current industrial agricultural model with an 

agricultural system rooted in human needs and the global common good.  

The Industrial Agriculture Model 

Modern industrial agriculture practice developed in tandem in Europe and the United States following World 

War II. The model institutionalized the neoliberal theories of comparative advantage and free market primacy. 

In the U.S., price supports and supply management practices instituted under the New Deal in the wake of the 
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Great Depression came under attack in the 1950’s.
3
 Proponents of the industrial model argued that resources 

could be used more efficiently in a monocrop production scheme, concentrating on the intense production of a 

single crop. In this way, they postulated, productivity could be maximized while costs would be minimized.  

By measuring productivity by yield, the production per unit of a single crop, rather than total output of a plot of 

land, small and medium sized farms, which would produce a variety of crops, became increasingly viewed as 

inefficient and uncompetitive.
4
  Instead, advocates of the industrial model insisted that consolidating land into 

massive, intensely-farmed holdings would be more efficient and productive in terms of monocrop output.  Yet 

this has also led to the increasing homogenization of food production: of the more than 7000 plants that have 

been cultivated for food throughout time, a mere 30 provide approximately 90% of global caloric intake today, 

while only three (maize, rice and wheat) comprise over half. 
5
 

The scale of production envisioned by industrial agricultural proponents also necessitated increasingly 

mechanized production models, relying heavily on machinery, irrigation systems, and chemical fertilizers and 

pesticides to increase yields. The identification of nitrogen, phosphorus and potassium as critical factors in plant 

growth led to the manufacture of synthetic fertilizers, making possible more intensive types of agriculture. 

Successful application of dichlorodiphenyl trichloroethane (DDT) to suppress disease-bearing insect populations 

in World War II paved the way for widespread usage of synthetic organic compounds in agricultural pest 

control.
6
  Furthermore, irrigated water allowed for expanded and more intensive cultivation – irrigated land 

currently accounts for 40% of the world’s food on only 17% of its land.
7
  The combination of these factors led 

initially to significant jumps in productivity.   

Such yield-increasing practices were complemented by reductions in input costs, specifically the use of farm 

labor. As New Deal supports for smaller farms were removed, the price of commodity crops quickly fell below 

production costs. While hailed as beneficial to consumers, in the absence of price guarantees and other 

supports, small and medium sized farms were pushed out of business, and land was increasingly consolidated 

into large industrial scale operations.
8
 Subsidies were instituted ostensibly to support the income of remaining 

farmers, but as they were based on level of production, they benefited large industrial producers far more than 

small and family producers.  In fact, a 2007 study from the U.S. Department of Agriculture found that subsidy 

payments served to accelerate structural change in the agricultural sector, with a strong correlation between 

subsidy payments and cropland concentration.
9
 Furthermore, at large-scale levels of production, labor costs cut 
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into profit margins, making mechanization the default choice. Farmers were pushed not only off their land, but 

out of the agricultural sector altogether.  

Exporting the Model 

Hailed as a success for significant increases in production, agribusiness corporations in the U.S. and EU soon 

exhausted the ability of domestic markets to absorb the goods they produced.
10

  Seeking to expand corporate 

opportunities in developing country markets, policy-makers argued that U.S. companies were best positioned to 

supply staple crops at a low cost to help achieve global food security.  In the words of former U.S. Agriculture 

Secretary John Block, "The idea that developing countries should feed themselves is an anachronism from a 

bygone era. They could better ensure their food security by relying on U.S. agricultural products, which are 

available in most cases at lower cost."
11

   

In opening developing country markets, agribusiness corporations were able to not only export their products, 

but also their model of production. This opening was accomplished through two main channels: Stabilization 

and Structural Adjustment Programs (SAPs) implemented by the World Bank and International Monetary Fund 

in the 1980s and early 1990s, and trade liberalization under the World Trade Organization (WTO) and free trade 

agreements beginning in the mid 1990’s.   

SAPs, a set of policy prescriptions aimed at restructuring developing country economies towards export oriented 

growth, were adopted by developing countries as conditions to loans secured from the World Bank and IMF 

during the 1980s debt and credit crises.
12

  Integral to these policies was a reduction in public spending, including 

in the agricultural arena the elimination of extension and education programs, public grain reserves and 

subsidies for fertilizer and seeds.
13

  While this elimination of support mechanisms for small scale producers 

mirrored the policies implemented in the U.S., for many developing countries this led to an almost complete 

divestment in agriculture for domestic consumption.
14

   Instead countries began to embrace the industrial, 

export-oriented model of agricultural production in order to generate cash to service their debts.
15

 

Accompanying these policies was also an aggressive push towards market liberalization, institutionalized 

through the World Trade Organization (WTO).  The WTO sought to eliminate tariffs, quotas, subsidies and other 

trade regulating measures used by governments to support domestic industries.
16

  In agriculture, the elimination 

of these government regulations would expose all producers to the global free markets where the market would 

once again determine winners and losers.  However, Northern countries, who dominate the negotiations, 

ensured that they would be able to maintain their domestic subsidies and other trade regulating measures, 

while rejecting the demands of developing countries that the developed countries adopt the same policies at 
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home that they pursued globally.
17

  Subsequent bilateral and multilateral agreements, negotiated under even 

more unfavorable power imbalances for developing countries, have deepened trade liberalization and 

exacerbated the impacts of these policies.   

Similar to the model developed in the U.S., the increasingly integrated and liberalized global economy favored 

large-scale producers, mostly from developed countries.
18

  The global trading system and remaining subsidy 

programs in developed countries gave their agricultural corporations an advantage in the global market, 

essentially pricing out small-scale producers in developing countries, as they had in the developed.
19

 This was 

not an unintended consequence as reflected in the statement of former Agriculture Secretary Block, yet 

differing circumstances in the developing countries failed to be taken into consideration. 

The industrial agriculture model assumed an elastic labor pool that could easily be absorbed into other sectors, 

and an unlimited base of natural resources, such as land and water. However, developing countries not only had 

much higher percentages of their populations dependent on agricultural production for their livelihoods, but 

also very few industries to absorb the displaced agricultural labor.
20,

  
21

 Many who were displaced from the 

agricultural sector migrated to nearby cities in search of paid work, forming a new urban poor.
22

 And while 

proponents of this model suggested that the export agricultural industry would provide alternative livelihoods 

for some of these displaced workers, the large-scale model in fact provided few jobs as farms became 

increasingly mechanized.
23

   

Family farmers who remained faced the double challenge of competing with underpriced imports and securing 

food for household consumption, as the cost of inputs made even production for household consumption 

increasingly prohibitive.
24

 They were pushed onto ever more marginal lands, and alienated from other essential 

productive resources, such as water supplies and seed stocks.
25

 Among these small producers, women were the 

most impacted as they bore the primary responsibility for meeting household needs, all the while losing access 

to the marginal lands that had previously supplied them with the means to do so.
26, 27

 Further, by bringing these 
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marginal lands under regular cultivation, land was increasingly degraded and its productive capability reduced, 

feeding a cycle of expansion and environmental destruction.  

The adoption of the industrial model of agriculture has not only undermined small-scale production, but the 

system has left many developing countries dependent on the global market to ensure domestic food security.   

Countries that were once net food exporters are now net food importers,
28

 as domestic production has shifted 

to cash-generating export crops.   When the model was initially implemented, many believed that developing 

countries didn’t need to produce their own food and instead could rely on imports, but shortages, speculation 

and price volatility on the international market weren’t factored into the equation.  

Crises Emerge 

While the world has witnessed several food shortages and crises over the past decades, the exponential increase 

in food prices in 2007 sparked a global food crisis that brought to light the existing high levels of global food 

insecurity. Speculation, conversion of land to agrofuel production, and drought in key agricultural producing 

regions were among the immediate causes of the price spike. However the vulnerability to such outside stresses 

was created long before through the policies elaborated above. Structural Adjustment Policies and trade 

liberalization under the WTO led to divestment from agriculture for local food consumption in developing 

countries, while eliminating safeguard mechanisms against price volatility in the international market. Many 

developing countries are now neither able to afford food produced on the international market, nor have the 

capacity to produce enough food to meet needs domestically.
29

  

The most impacted are small-scale producers, who now comprise 80% of the hungry globally,
30

 and the urban 

poor, displaced from agricultural production under the above policies. Dependence on imported food endangers 

poor urban consumers who have not only been forced out of food production, but whose access to food is 

determined by external market prices. 
31

  Meanwhile, unequal distribution of power and benefits along the 

chain of production guarantees that even as the prices of agricultural products rise, small-scale producers see 

little or no benefit. Lack of bargaining power among agriculturalists ensures that traders and middlemen set the 

prices of products, so that rather than the fair market prices of their products, producers receive only meager 

income.
32

 Small-scale producers also spend a higher percentage of their income on food than other groups, 

leaving them particularly vulnerable to price hikes as their small increases in income rarely match the increased 
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price of food.
33

  All the while, agricultural corporations such as ADM and Cargill have been reaping record profits 

off the food price crisis.
34

  

The injustices and inequalities in the chains of production and distribution are compounded by gender 

inequalities for a majority of agriculturalists.  It is estimated that 60-80% of agricultural producers are women, 

and that women are among the poorest of small-scale producers.
35

  In many instances women are responsible 

for the production of food for local consumption, while men produce crops for earned income, or migrate to 

urban areas in search of paid work.  Additionally, their gendered roles as care givers ensure that women are 

responsible for supplementing the family’s needs, among them the need for food, when earned income is 

insufficient.  Yet, land tenure systems not only favor large owners, but also customary laws limit women’s access 

to land by privileging ownership by men.
36

  Women are often invisible in the design and implementation of 

government and Northern donor agricultural projects alike; this means that women agriculturalists have even 

less access than their male counterparts to the few extension and subsidy programs available to small-scale 

producers.
37

  Meanwhile girls are usually the first to be pulled out of school in times of crisis,
38

 and women often 

provide for their families before themselves, even opting to eat less or not at all.
39

  These factors have left 

women particularly vulnerable among already disadvantaged small-scale agricultural producers. 

An Ecological Food Crisis 

As evolving ecological crises compound, it is clear that the food crisis is not only one of immediate hunger, but 

also one of long-term global food security. Predicated on the assumption that natural resources are limitless, the 

input-intensive industrial agricultural model has significantly damaged the underlying ecological foundation of 

food production. Initial jumps in productivity are now tapering or even falling, yet the ecological costs remain. 

The dominant method of agricultural production is using arable land, water and fossil fuel at a rate much quicker 

than these resources can be regenerated, though industrial agriculture depends on them for its long-term 

viability.  The combination of water scarcity, soil degradation, biodiversity loss, land-use changes and evolving 

climate change could lead to a total global food shortfall of up to 25% of demand by 2050.
40

 

Up to 50,000 km
2
 of agricultural land is lost each year to land degradation, depleted to the point where it is no 

longer productive, and cannot regenerate naturally.
41

 Intense over-cultivation of land in the industrial 
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agriculture model leads to salinization of soil, nutrient depletion and soil erosion. Heavy machinery breaks down 

soil structure, while chemical fertilizers reduce the ability of soil to absorb and retain water. Over-cultivation is 

one of the key factors contributing to desertification, a phenomenon affecting almost one third of land 

worldwide (4 billion hectares).
42

  

Seventy percent of global freshwater usage can be accounted for by irrigated agriculture.
43

  However, the bulk of 

this water is originally sourced from non-renewable resources or from glaciers, particularly from the Himalayas, 

which are rapidly dwindling due to climate change. Many irrigation systems, on which industrial agriculture 

relies to maintain high yields, are decidedly inefficient, with a global average of less than 40% of water flow 

absorbed by crops.
44

  Deep drilling for water has allowed expansion of industrial agriculture into water-stressed 

areas, but most often at the expense of the water needs of local households and small producers, who find that 

their shallower wells have run dry or been contaminated by salt water seepage.
45

 Water scarcity affects 

approximately 1.2 billion people, or about one fifth of global population.  

Biodiversity provides key environmental services to agriculture, including climate regulation, pollination and 

pest control; yet agriculture is one of the main drivers of genetic erosion and species extinction. Over 4000 

assessed plant and animal species are threatened by agricultural intensification.
46

 While a significant loss in and 

of itself, the loss of genetic diversity within cultivated crops is of particular concern in the face of increasing 

ecological stressors on agricultural production. Traditional varieties and wild relatives of cultivated crops provide 

critical genetic diversity supporting climatic resilience and disease resistance, yet this gene pool is being rapidly 

eroded in favor of increasing homogenization across industrial agricultural production globally.  

Projected changes in growing conditions due to climate change, including average temperature and 

precipitation, will have serious negative repercussions for food production. The Intergovernmental Panel on 

Climate Change (IPCC) predicts that yields from rain-fed agriculture will fall by up to fifty percent by 2020 in 

Africa, and up to thirty percent in Central and South Asia by 2050.
47

 At the same time, agriculture contributes 

more than 30% of the global greenhouse gas emissions driving climate change and destabilizing weather 

patterns - more than any other single sector, including transportation.
48

  Livestock, land-use changes 

(deforestation to make way for expanding agriculture) and soil degradation are the main contributing emissions 

drivers in the agricultural sector.  
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A new model 

As emerging crises expose the fault lines running through the global economy, it is clear that what is needed is 

not a tweaking of the existing model, but a re-articulation of its foundational principles and justification, starting 

with the production and distribution of food.  While they acknowledge the inadequacies of the current system, 

the major international financial and multilateral institutions advocate solutions that further entrench the 

neoliberal model, systematically undermining the viability of small-holder agriculture and compounding 

ecological harm.  

By focusing on further deregulation of international trade and unproven techno-fixes, their proposed remedies 

are likely to create incentives for additional consolidation and intensification of the industrial agricultural model. 

Small-scale farmers do not have the means to access the global market or the financial capital necessary to 

implement more technical measures, nor are these measures effective at resource-management for long-term 

sustainability. Recent studies have shown the potential of organic and sustainable agriculture models to meet 

human needs while fitting within ecological limitations, yet so far little serious attention has been given on the 

official level to these methods. 
49

 

If the global community is serious about addressing the inadequacies of the global food system, a restructuring 

of the system must begin with its core values, and not just the policies proscribed. Catholic social tradition, 

feminist political economic theory and human rights frameworks can provide a set of guideposts in fashioning a 

new value framework that upholds sustainable livelihoods, food security, gender equity and ecological integrity 

as primary goods around the provision of which economic systems should be organized.  

• Human Well-Being: All people have the right to an adequate and continuously improving standard of 

living.
50

 Derived from the Greek oikonomia, meaning management of the household, the foundational 

principle of an economy is to provide for human well-being, rather than the modern focus on wealth 

creation. Economic success is then defined not only by aggregate numbers but also by how individual 

members of society fare in seeking their own fulfillment, incorporating social, cultural, political, gender 

and spiritual dimensions.
51

  

Policy considerations in support of human well-being: 

o Ratify, implement and enforce the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural 

Rights, particularly the human right to food and water. 

o Prioritize small-scale and family operations, over large- and industrial-scale production, in 

domestic agricultural planning and policy-making, in both the North and the South, assuring that 

trade, aid, investment and finance policies enhance the abilities of small-scale producers to 
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maintain an adequate standard of living, achieve their own food security and preserve the 

integrity of local ecosystems. 

o Prioritize food for domestic consumption over cash crops for export in domestic economic 

planning, and ensure that trade policies do not undermine the human right to food. 

o Reform land tenure and resource management regimes to ensure full and equal access to the 

means necessary to support sustainable livelihoods for agriculturalists, especially women, 

indigenous peoples and ethnic minorities. 

o Restore and ensure sufficient funding for social protection programs which support livelihoods, 

education, and nutrition as a means to maintaining a minimum standard of living that would 

enhance the right to food. 

o Restore and ensure sufficient funding for appropriate agricultural and rural development 

programs targeted to small- and medium-scale producers and processors, including government 

subsidies for agricultural inputs and extension services. 

o Utilize social indicators, such as distribution of wealth, elimination of poverty, and access to 

food, education, healthcare and productive resources, to assess the economic health of a 

country, rather than aggregate measurements of productivity and growth.  

• Subsidiarity: All people have the right to determine their own most appropriate food, agricultural and 

economic systems, outside of international market forces. A model based on economic subsidiarity 

would give precedence to small-scale producers to provision local and regional consumers and markets 

with appropriate goods and services.  

Policy consideration in support of subsidiarity: 

o Endorse local decision-making and control over resources, inclusive with the participation of 

marginalized groups, particularly women, indigenous peoples and ethnic minorities. As a first 

step, governments must ratify, implement and enforce Convention 169 of the International 

Labor Organization.
52

  

o Ensure that intellectual property protections do not violate local control over resources, 

knowledge and tradition, nor impede knowledge-sharing or collaborative efforts to address 

local, regional or global challenges.  

o Uphold food sovereignty, recognizing the right of national governments to determine, through 

participatory processes, the most appropriate food and agricultural systems. Trade, aid, 

investment and finance policies must enhance the abilities of governments to do so, rather than 

detract from them.  
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o Require state and federal entities to procure food and agricultural products from local 

producers, as possible, in order to bolster small-scale local production and support local 

livelihoods.   

• Participation: Participation is not only a political and social right, but also an economic right. Indeed, all 

peoples have the right “to become the principal architects of their own economic and social 

development.”
53

  Furthermore, recognizing human agency as a key starting point, all people have the 

right to partake in economic decision-making that affects their lives.
54

 

Policy considerations in support of participation: 

o Ratify, implement and enforce the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination 

Against Women, UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous People, and the International 

Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination as initial steps in bringing all 

stakeholders to the decision-making table.  

o Consult all stakeholders, including women, indigenous peoples and ethnic minorities, in 

domestic and multilateral decision-making and review of economic and agricultural policies to 

ensure that the experiences of all sectors are taken into consideration. 

o Mandate inclusive, open and transparent decision-making processes in international and 

multilateral forums, ensuring that all nations have an equal voice, civil society is represented 

and decisions are not made by elite committees.  

• Solidarity: Solidarity is “not a feeling of vague compassion,” but rather “a firm and persevering 

determination to commit oneself to the common good; that is to say to the good of all and of each 

individual.”
55

 By emphasizing the interconnected and interdependent nature of the one human family, 

the principle of solidarity embraces a collaborative, rather than competitive, worldview. 

Policy considerations in support of solidarity: 

o Ensure legislation promotes labor as more than an input of production, but as having intrinsic 

value through providing dignity to the worker, strengthening communities and distributing 

wealth. At minimum governments must ratify, implement and enforce the International Labor 

Organization’s core labor standards. 

o Protect and enforce the full labor rights of farmers and farm-workers, including the right to 

freely choose an agricultural vocation, receive just compensation for agricultural labor and 

freedom of association.   

o Reinstitute price supports, to provide for both affordable goods for consumers and adequate 

livelihoods for small-scale producers. 
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o Give precedence to small-scale producers, particularly women, indigenous peoples and ethnic 

minorities, as recipients of assistance, extension programs, and other support mechanisms. 

• Ecological Integrity: “There is an order in the universe which must be respected, and the human person, 

endowed with the capability of choosing freely, has a grave responsibility to preserve this order.”
56

 The 

planet’s diverse ecosystems and natural processes form not only the delicately balanced foundation of 

human habitat, economy and food production, but also its finite limitations which cannot be violated 

with impunity.  

Policy considerations in support of ecological integrity: 

o Prioritize in domestic agricultural planning and policy-making, and allocate sufficient public 

funding for appropriate research, development and implementation of multifunctional organic, 

sustainable and biodiverse agricultural practices and technologies, built on local knowledge and 

realities, and applicable to the needs of small- and medium-scale producers.  

o Enshrine the precautionary principle in multilateral agreements and domestic policy.  

o Provide incentives to farmers for maintaining and enhancing the integrity of local ecosystems. 

o Support the efforts of communities to create innovative and locally-appropriate adaptations to 

climate change and resource scarcity.  

o Include contributions to ecosystem services and multicrop output in measurements of farm 

productivity, rather than focus on annual yield of a single crop, thereby incentivizing more 

sustainable practices in place of pressure to over-cultivate and exhaust the local resource base.  

CONCLUSION 

These values and recommendations contribute to construction of a framework supporting the global common 

good, the sum of conditions of social living through which each and every person can most readily achieve their 

own fulfillment. The end goal should not only be to ensure basic food security, but should also be to uplift the 

greater good of the whole human family, and the wider web of life. Growth in gross domestic product (GDP) 

does not gauge how individual members of society fare, nor does yield represent optimal agricultural 

productivity. The crises faced by the global community reiterate that authentic human development cannot be 

captured by aggregate numbers. Rather, they instead oblige us to build a new foundation for global accord 

based on meeting the needs of the most vulnerable and sustaining all life.  

                                                           
56

 Pope John Paul II. World Day of Peace Message 1990, 15. 


