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THE WORLD FOOD SITUATION -~ WHAT IS THE U.S. ROLE?

D. G. Sisler

As Urited States farmers begin the spring planting seascn, there. 13,,‘

. great anxiety and uncertainty relative to the world's ability to feed its
groving population., It seems that each newspaper, periodical, or evening's
-television viewing provides yet another round of statistics, narratives, and
pictorial evidence cf hunger. Our senses have been numbed by this over-
vhelming coverage of food shortage. On one hand, we wish tc help., The
feeling ie amplified by guilt, wmorality, or the urge for self-preservation--
perhaps a combinaticn of all three. On the other hand, we feel uncertain.
Is there a problem? How great is it? Will it go away in a few years?

Can we help? Let us look at the evidence and try to uaravel some of the more
salient facts and issues bearing on the presert state of food availability

and future outlook.

The Evidence

There can be no ‘qtvxestion relative to the éx:lstence 'of hunger, Emaciated
" children and adults too weak from undernouriéhment to fimction effectively
have been brought into our living rooms vie the TV screen and news media. The
UN estimates that of the apprcximately U4 billion people in the world, 430
million have an absolute shortage of calories or severe malnourishment. This
is a finite number which m be disputed or operi for interpretation, but the
more useful question seems to be, are we making pﬁogresé in eliminating
hunger? 1Is it ubiquitoﬁs, or concentrated in geographic 'pockets of poverty
and misery? | | |

During the last decdd; ,' total féod production in the‘ ieu developed |

countries has grown by approximately 35 percent. Rising population in these

NOTE: Several of the issues and their statistical documentation on the next
two pages of this paper are frofi "The World Food Situation and Prospects to
1985," USDA, Poreign Agricultural Economic Report Fo. 98.



countries has nearly negated this remarkable accomplishment. The result is
that per capita focd production is a scant 1 or 2 percent above & decade ago.
In contrast, recent food production per capita in industrial nations has been
from 12 to 15 percent abovc 10 years esrlier,

Grain is the most Important single component of the worli‘s food supply,
and changes in grain supply and demand conditions prrvide an excellent ber-
ometer of developmerts in the world food situation. Grain is the major, some-
times almost exclusive, source of food for many of the world's poorest people
supplying 60 to 75 percent of their calories,

Between. 1961 and 197k, world grain production increased from 833 million
to 1,238 million tons, an average increase of 36 million tons per year. At
present, n»r capita consumption of grain in the world is approximately 700
pounds. To hold this level of food availebility requires an additional 25
million tzonu of grain each year, Over the past two decades, world grain pro-
| duction has increased in all but four years, 1wo of thuce declines, 1963 and
| 1965, were very modest, with shortfalls easily made up from existing stocks.
Starting in 1966, it seemed that the combination cf new seeds, fertilizer,
water control, and other changes which are conllectively called the G;'een
Revolution, would provide some much xiéed.ed breathing t:lme in the race be-
tveen food and people. Over the ﬁvo year period 1967 1971. grain production
in the developing comitries rose a runarkable 6 percent per capita. and it
seemed that all systems resd "Go". In 1972 the weatherman pulled all the
wvrong levers. In that year, world grain ﬁroduction fell y 35 million tons,
cqml to one yeu-'n average l.nmnl grovth, The 89 million ton 1ncreue in
1973 vas -urﬁcicnt to eoupma.te tor 1972's shortfall, but in 1974, vor].d
grain production teu 14 ba n:luion tou. probably the h.rceat single nsz-'-

" reduction, in histary.



 Heavy pressure has been placed on wrld food supplies since 1972, not
only because of the decline in grain production, but also because of the
grovth in grair conswmption. Netween 1972 and 197k, aggregate consumption
exceeded production by 42 million tons. Consumption expanded ss & result of
the dual forces of rising world population and affluence in Japan and Western
'Europe, Other iadustrial nations desired to emulate the food habits of the
United States. Americans consume approximately 1,800 pcunds of grain annually,
nearly 1,700 of which is fed to livestock to be converted into neat, eggs, and
dairy products. Livestock and poultry numbers increased markedly in Europe,
and grain use rose a striking 200 pounds rer person within the Europran
Common Market nations, .
The 1972 drcp in grain production was accompanied by a sharp rise in
world grain trade from 111 million tons in 1971 to 151 million in 1973.
United States exports accounted for nearly all the additional grain moveusri,
World grain stocks declinec precipitously, from 150 million tons in 1971 to
97 million tons in 19T4. Poor-grain crops in recent Yyeari, coupled with de-
pleted stocks, have caused ov: confidence in man's ability to reed himself to

wvaver.

Ihe Needs of Developing Nations

Developing nations have made enormous .trides in increasing their food
output. It is anticipated tbat the rate of growth in total food produ-tion
within developing nations cannot be sustained. The Green Revolution has -
‘already reached the acres that are easiest to convert and the farmers that
are most smenable to change. New acreage wvill be brougat into production and

irrigation vaters provided on presently used land only at:grest expense, :



There are exogenous' forces at:work as vell. 'In 1972, developing nations
imported petrolewm valued at $2 billion., Last year their oil bill ran to
$17 billion, This has the dual impact of increasing the cost of fertilizer
'and fuel used for agricultural purpores plus draining cway foreign exchange
-necessary for the purchase of other agricultursl inputs. As iliustrative of
the extreme importance of fertilizer price and availability, we may engage in
some simple arithmetic;, Let Us assume that each ton of fertilizer applied to
an Asian rice paddy or wheat field increases grein production by 15 tons, A
ons million ton shortfall in fertilizer aveilability would reduce grain pro-
duction by an amount which would feed seventy to eighty million Asien people,
The crush of rapijly 8rowing population is likely to exist well into the next
deczde, At present, developing nations import annually frem 34 to 40 million
tors of grain, It is anti:ipated {hat by 1985, .their ne:d for imported food
‘may rise to 80 million tons annually, This puts the problem r perspective.
How will they pay for this food, and how will the industrial nations weigh

the alternatives involved in allocating it wmongst competing demands,

Trade-orfs

As we consider whether or not the United States should provide additional
food aid to developing nations, several alternatives must be kept in mind,
Claarly, there is no quantitative shortage of food in the United States, We
produce more than one-fifth of the world'c. grein production elthough sur DOpU-
lation is only about 5 percent of the world total. The importance of our
agricultural exports must: be:kept in prospective. . In 1974 we exported two-
‘thirds of our vheat' crop, half of our soybean prodaction, and nearly forty
percent of our feed grains. . One ‘acre in five is used to produze food for
exports, Our decisions to move even greater quantities of grain overseas

must be examined in the light of at least four trade-offs:


http:probl.em

1. Food shipped to needy nations is not available for domestic uce,
- This contr:lbutes to :lnnat:lonary preuures at home by escalnting food pr:lcea.
Food prices have risen very rapidly in recent Yyears, 'both in absdluté terma
and relative to non-food items. In 1971, both food and non-food prices were
approximateiy 30 percent above‘ the 1960 level, By 19Tk, food prices were
roughly 80 percent above the base year while in conparison the prices of
non-£ood items were only 60 percént higher, There is no accurate wvay to
estimate vhat proportion'of the increase in foud prices should be attributed
to exports. However, when we consider that agricultural exports totaled
$21.3 villion in 197Th, it becomes dpparent that‘a. considerable amount of food
has been diverted from home consumption. It is true that only about $1.3
billion m this total moved under governmental programs but any :lncremental
increase in food aid would exert upward pressure on domestic prices. Some
would argue that with the current rate of inflation standing at 12 percent we
: cannot afford to move more of owr food in orcer to feed needy people.

2. Food is uged as a tool of diplonacy, In recent years, the United
States has opeﬁed trade with Communist Bloc nations. They have Been good
cash customers and to the extent that trade in food may 'sé:rvé a§ a bond be-
tween the United States and Communist natliéhd, 'its use me,y be produét:lve.

A word of caution might be in order. The .Co;mimn:lst glants, China and the
Soviet Union, can and probably will ‘nject great uncertainty into the world
food arena. For example, in 1972, the Soviet Union stormed into the vorld
grain market for nearly 30 million tons o‘f vheat and coarse greins., The huge
acreage and uncertain veather of the Soviet Union indicate that a two-bushel
- decline in yield per acre may precipitate a demand in the. world market for
18-20 million tons of grein. Purchases by Communist nations are likely, to
be erratic, and holding stocks against the contingency that we "should have



_ grein available if these countries need 140 Tuts the United States in the .
menvuble poa:l.tion of be:l.ng a yoyo on the string of veather :l.n China and
3. Food exported for cash is & major source of foreign exchange
earnings. In recent years, a positive balance of trade in our agricultural
sector has offset o negative trade ba.laqce in the non-agricultural sectf.og?
The value of agricultural exports in 1974 exceeded the cost of agricultural
imports by approximately $11.8 billion. These funds vere available to pay for
thé lounting cost of oil, television sets, automobiles, Scotch whiskey _u.nd
a vast array of other commodities we. necd and want, A diversion of more food
'to developing nations which 3o not have jamediate cash to pay for it would
mean a reduction in our ability to purchase imported goods.
b, The provision of food sid will most likely be in the Jorm of grain,
This creates inequities among different sectors of domestj.c ggricuiture, To
grain farmers, overseas shipments with resultant price hikes are a bonanza.
To the livestock farmer, these vh:lgher Prices represent a burdrnsome 1ngg'ea.se
in the cost of feed components;
Only after these alternative uses of food are carefully evaluated can
" sound policies be resched rehtivﬁ to the kind and quantity of food aiq

"supplied by the United States.

Have We Helped?
8ince its inception in 1954, Public Law 480 has been the mechanism

" whereby food aid was extended to developing nations. In the past two deiades,
the United States ind iﬁdo miiﬂbie throud: sit‘tn, concessional prices, 'aﬁd
long=tern loans, food valued st nl:l.@t]; more ‘than $25 billion, It should be
Xept in mind that food transfers ‘under the pmv:lsionu of Piblic Lair k80 were



not made ent:lre:ly out of hmn:lta.ria.n not:lv’es. Public Lsw 480 was conceived
as a necha.n:lsm to meke available to needy nat:lons gra.i.n vh:lch the U,S,
goverment held in burdensome quantity. 'I'hese stocks, acquired as a part of
our agricvltural price support program, were expensive to store and held

a ceiling un the price of aevera.l agr:lcultural commodities, Lest we become
too cynica.l. the food aid was provided in considerable quantity., Americans
can be justifiably proud of our contributions to the food needs of many
developing nations, This country may find the pos:lt:lon of being grainary
and res:lduai aunplier to the world 1rksome and costly, but x;re are, and

are likely to remain so in the foreseesble futura, In recent Years, the
United States has held approximetely two-£h1r® of the grain which would be

evailable to meet emargencies,

Some Difficult Quections

1. Is food aid good from the s‘ua.ndpo:lnt of the recipient na.t:len?

This is a complicated question which may be divided into three more
specific parts: Will food aid mere.;ly prolong the 1life of people who in
turn nave more children, therefore contrib\tting to a greater problem at
soue dnte in the ﬁltm? Should developing countries ue dependert on ‘
others for their most vital commodity —. food? Finally, does the provision
of food aid undermine and weaken the recipient country's quest for :I.nerean:l'n'g'
its own food production? It seuns to me that each of these questions‘nust .

be met head-on when sorting out the value of food aid,



It has been asserted thet no netion hes l.ch:leved a euete.ined decline
in 1ts birth rate vithout ﬁ.ret echieving a substantiel rise in per capita
1neone. Both the technology of birth control and most importantly, the
desire and motivation to adopt contraceptive devices are necessary before
birth rates go M. Food aid does keep ;people alive, It also gives them
hope u@ relaxes the fatalism associated with high infant mortality and no
possibility of improving one's socio-economic status, 'If a coupie has to
rely on children for security in their old age and infant mo@ity 1’3 high,
they will heve 3 1erge number of ctildren to insure secﬁrity. for their de-
clining yéere. If food aidvia provided in the form of weaning foods and foods
made ave.'ilabletc pregnant and lactating women, infant mortality may decline
significantly. If people realize this, they may have a smaller number of
children, If food aid keeps the price of rice, wheat, or maize from sky~
rocketing and absorbing virtuvally all of the family'e income, money mey be
e.vailaﬁle to purchase a bicycle, tool, or a minimal education which in turn
may lead to higher income and improved aspirations for oneself and one's
children, If it is felt that having a aﬁaller number of children uay enhance
the probability that those childfen can earn an education and an improved
socio’-econoinic position, there is a positive and real incentive to reduce
family size. To fhe extent that wage raf.ea- in many developing countries are
tied to food costs, food e.id may serve to hold food prlces down and ameliorate
an upward epiral of vage retee. Th:ls is extremely :I.nporta.nt for countries
wishing to sell 1ebon-1ntene1ve goods in the international market, For nmost
developing nations an improvement in their export varnings is an absolute
necessity for increasing their ability to purchase needed inputs for economic
development and higher per capita income, This is an avkwvard and cumbersome

ansver to a very challenging question - is frod aid counter-productive in



the sense that 1t nere]y J.ead- to’ hiner popula’uon grdwtht In my Judgment

. food aid can be a positive force in break:lng the 11nkage of poverty and des-

" paixr whiech eguses h:lgh birth rates and‘rap:ld population increases. This. is,

- however, a long range solution. 'Clesr,'Ly the immediate iwpact of food aid
will be to keep people alive and hence enlarge the population base in develop-
ing nations, . .

‘Certainly no nation wishes to be subject to "food imperialism" vhereby
the fact that f£ood aid has been Provided is used as a political or econonic
lever. I% would seem that this is most satisfactorily handled by food being

"provided through a super-national agency or along 'the"-lines ‘'of an interest-

- bearing lo_a.n with no atringa attached,

There is the ever~present danger that the provision of food aid will

. dampen the incentive of the receiving nation to increase its domestic food
prodﬁcﬁion.’ I feel thet industrial nations and others providing food aid

. can 'and should be objective on this matter and provide sustained food aid
only if there is assurance that the receiving country is making every effort
t¢ increase its own food production. If food aid depresses prices received
by farmers, it may serve as a distincentive to the use of fertilizer, irriga-
tion facilitles and other egricultural inputs. To counteract this denger it
vould seem that the recipient nation will have to be able to support. agri-
cultural prices at a level which wili provide an incentive to farmers- capable
of increasing production. If susteined economic development is realized, it
vill be through an emphasis on agricultural production. within emerging nations,
The world food problem must be solved in their rice paddies and vheat fields
rather than through the international transfer of cereal grains and other
foodstuffts,
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2. . Bhould the peopliotthsvn:ltod States eat less beef? .t Uil

It is ‘currently fashionable to suggest that Americans ‘alter their eating
habits, -and the particular:target is beef consumption. - Last year, about /116
péﬁnds o; beef vere consuned per capita in the United States, I estimate that
i o.bout .70 of theqo pounds were produced by overations where-grass, hay, and
'rougha‘ge are the principal feeds, or from veal éalves and cull dairy cattle,
-Virtually all grain saved by eating less beef would come rron'feeding_ less
grain on feed ldts. In recent years, we have fed approximately 60 million tons
of concentrates to beef cattle, ' If we set as an objective a 15 percent re-
,duct:l.on' in feed coasumed by beef animals, the decrease in grain use would
amount to abou; 9 rillion tons. This saving in érd.n might be accomplished
by‘.slter:l.ng grading standards, feeding to lighter weights, or having several
m@tless meals per week. What is the magnitude of this saving? Nine million
tone is approximately 0.7 percent of world grain production, If we fed no
grain to beef, the diversion would amount to U,7 pefcent. Before seriously -
. consider’ .ng thg alternative of reducing domestic beef cdnsumpt:lon, we must
.. welgh several issues, The needy people of the world vant rice and wheat,
Diverting U.8. acreage now producing soybeans and corn into ricé e.md vheat
" production would be inefficient from the standpoint of caloric output per
-acres :What would be the impact on domestic livestock feeders? Reduced .
domestic livestock production would depress feed grain prices and could serve
as & disincentive to aggregate grain production. The idea sounds good but may
- simply provide cﬁeaper feed grains to Western Ewrope, Japan, Russia, and China,

I doubt if it is prectical in either the short or -t.he.lbng rw,

Reﬁediﬁl
The world food problem is complex and solutions to it will be neither

conceptually simple nor inexpensive, As an introduction to some possible
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remedies let me say that 1 do. not think thst the United States can, should, or
wlill gear up to feed the world. Only about 8 to lO percent of world grain :
production moves in international trade, and it seems unlikely that this per-
centage will increase. The solution to world hunger lies within the developing
nations. I have selected tonr 4alutions to the food problem vhich seem to me
to bn most fcasible and economically viable. They are ranked go that I leave
to the last the remedy which I feel will have the greatest chance of making a
sustained contribution to the elimination of hunger in emerging nations.

kl. A World Food Bank. The often discussed concept of a world food bank,
really a world grain bank, seems to me a conceptually sound mechanism by which
it would be possible‘to mitigate the problems of cron failure. I chose the
" words "conceptuslly sound” with care, for I do not believe a world food bank
is practical from either a politicel or'administrative standpoint. What
would be the cost of operating such a food bank? I have estimated that stocks
of approximately'SO’million metric tons of grain would be necessary to insure
that‘famine related shortfalls.would be covered 90 percent of the time, The
annual cost of holding reserves to meet most of the developing nations' short-
falls in grain production would amount to approximately $400 million a rear.
The‘cost of purchasing this quantity of grain would be slightly over $3.3
billion. To the extent that the grain was provided free or at pricesvbelow
vauisition costs these charges would have to be added to theAcost of holding
the stocks, The capitalynecessary to fund a world grain bank is onlj feasi—
'i;ble it citizens of other inoustrial nations Join with United States taxpayers
in purchasing grain. The -0il rich nations will also have to make a signifi-
,cant.contribution.v There would have to be agreement as to an equitable cost=
sharing formula.” Problems of acquisition, administration, and tunding,

'coupled with such practical difficulties as where the grain should be located
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end [ priority mt- i’or enoceting srein enonget eonpeting requeete leod ne
to conclude that thil viJ.'l. not be & likely eolution to world hunaer.
' Incree.eigg U.8, Nonﬂriculturel g:;gg g. Last yee.r. non-e.gri-
culturel inportl into the United States cost $9.1 billion more than was
B eerned by exports ot non-egriculturel products. At the same time. egricul-
| tural exporte exceeded the value of cgriculturel inports vy $11,.8 binion.
'l'hue. egriculture cerried the burden of keeping us from overdre.wing cur
interneoiomu. checking account. It seems to me that agriculture cannot
| continue to ehoulder thie burden if more food is to be r-leased to assist
:‘t.hoee in need, Since our desire to import goods is unlikely to change
appreciably, our industrial exports must become more competitive in the world
market, This can only be achleved through greater productivity, lower ueges,
or technical edvantages over competitors. All of tbese are extremely
dii’i‘icult to realize. I would not rule out a further devaluation of the U.S.
dollar relative to J’ape.nese and Western Europeen currencies,

3. Freer World Trade, Developing; na.tions rely on exports for funds to

v'purchase both food and industrial goods and technology. 'Ihe rate of growth

in their exports of traditional goods such as rubber, fivers, coffee. and

suger he.a been very modest in recent years, This is. in part, due to synthetics
and more efficient use of some items. but it also has been the result of
te.rifi’e, quotee, and otber berriers to the mvenent of goode. As an example,
virtual:Lv every induetriel ne.tion in the vorld has a domeetic sugar beet
induetry wbicb it subsidizes and protecte uith qmte.e. I have estimated i'.bat
the developing netionl lose e.bout $900 nillion ennmm as a result of the

‘ inpoeition of theee tariffe and quote.e. The non-tre.ditionel exports of
developins netione. le.rgely labor inteneive ligbt ne.nufe.ctured soods.

growing repid.'ly. I vonder ir tbie growth re.te will pereiet. He see rieing
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pressures frox uniors and other interested parties to exclude the cxporu |
of low \nge.,r.,t_o nations. In my judgment, one of the most useful efforts.whica
could be made by industrial nations vishing to help low income countries
import food and improve their diet and general level of living would be a
relaxation of barriers to their imports. o

4, Technical 'Au:l.st‘ne_e_. A program of food aid seems to me to be totally
1m.dequ§te.‘ Msistﬁ& ﬁﬂich bafely keeps pgople alive, hungry. and without
hope leaves tﬁen vith no in.cent:lva for family planning, thez;eby meéing rather
than quenching pbpuln‘t;'ion growth,  Successful technology transfer is unlikely
to be uccanplishéd by a[tteinpting £o impose U.S., research and extension tech-
niques. ' Tailor-made te'c;hnologiee for scores of nations and Bundreds of regions
within there nations must be evolved, In mgst cases, patioua.ls of the loi
income countries arve b'éat equipped to identify problems, conduct research, and
disseminate reshlts. " A viable approach may bg .through international technical
centers such as the Inﬁtitute for 'fropical Agricultur- and the Intermational
Rice Research ‘Institute, Technicians and para-professionals from developing
nations car. come to these céntérs for {raining in proble_m identification,
reﬁearc!*., and éxt'ens:lon.' Hopefully, they will then return to provide a
nucleus of personnel to get on with the ta.sk of increasing production in
their home countries, | A

Each dollar of aid from the United States to support tecinical assistance
at international ‘centers of agr:lculturﬁ research might well pay greater re-
turns than any other investment this nation could make, Direct returns would -
be hard to measure, but the impact on & ccuntry's ability to de\r‘elop‘neﬁ crop
varieties, 'ugriculturd pfactices. or tcchnology could be‘mss:l.ve. Bending
food ald only helps to solve this year's problem. Permanent solutions may
requirn the use df'h\nsn cax;ital and the ability to adapt what we know to local
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1b
conditions, - This may be the mosthopeful remédy we have, Politicelly, it

e‘;;i‘c:thoihutcontrmroiu,; if we can keep from imposing too striect a-
framsvork on how our dollars are vsed,

‘Coeiclusions |

"' It would be foolish to sugzes: hat there 1s no crisis in the world-food
arena, The yenrl of 1972.“a.nd 19Tk were particularly harsh., Adverse weédther,
var, a.ndy political turmoil .conbined to lower food production on millions of
..ncres: I & not oelieve that erents of the past three years portend a down-
wvard ‘spiral in nnn's .ability to i‘ecd himself, More than 2.5 billion people
live in the 116 dcveloping nations of Latin America, Africa, and Asia, Not all
of these nations are confronting a food crisis. and certainly not a.ll of the
' people within the Third World are hunsry. Politics and logistics will prevent
uo from reaching many who are in need, Americans have a strong social
conscience, They also have a tendency to oversimplify an extremely complex
food problem, It is presently i:eing proposed that we could free grain for the
use oi’ needy people by cono\ming less beef. Each year an enormous quantity of
grain is exported to pay for a mrria.ci of imported goods. An alternate way of
making grain available to the hungry world would be to drive fewer Mercedes,
vear no Harris tweed sport coats, or drink less French wine. But habits,
tastes, and preferences are slow to alter. It is right‘that we should be
concerned a.nd rench for solutions, but they should be fear..ble and well thought
) through. If the weatherman is benign over the next few years, we should see a
bnild-up in food stocks and a lessening of the immediate fi0d problem, The
longer range solution will be a combination of industrial nations providing
food in times of famine, and increased productivity in the developing nations.
'I'lie Green Revolution is a start. It cnn be argued that the techn.ica.l
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breakthroughs in food production have increased the Vulnerability of emerging
nations by making them dependent upon fertilizer and other agricultural inputs
whose prices are rising rapidly. This is true, btut without the technical
advancements there would be scant hope of pushing ahead food production
rapidly enough so that we have breathing time to work effectively on the real
culprit -- soaring population, It is human to search for some shred of benefit
in any crisis. A decade 880 the leaders of many developing nations were
wringing their hands in despair as they contemplated the world food and popu-
lation equation, Perhaps the most positive effect of present concern will be
to provide the impetus to move agriculture from the status of step-sister into

the foreground of Planning and funding for sustained economic development.



