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Foreword


 





Geneva, 2 December 2015: A large and distinguished audience had assembled in the Ivan Pictet Auditorium to honour the latest winners of the Right Livelihood Award, widely referred to as the “Alternative Nobel Prize”. Rarely has the address of the venue so matched the event itself as the “Maison de la Paix” is hosting the event opened by Germany’s Minister of the Environment Barbara Hendriks and the UN Director General Michael Møller entitled “On the Frontlines and in the Courtrooms: Forging Human Security”.


In the subsequent discussion involving the four laureates, there is one statement that electrifies me. “The UN was founded after the Second World War in order to protect future generations from being hostage to war. Since then there have been more than 170 conflicts and was there never an opportunity to discuss the elimination of war? Come on guys—that’s just not credible!” Embarrassed laughter and sheer amazement in the audience even though Dr Gino Strada, founder of the international aid organisation Emergency knows only too well what he is talking about. Since the early 1990s, he has built clinics in war zones and looked after civilian victims—only 10% were fighters from the warring factions, the other 90% were civilian. He ended by saying: “Feel free to call me a utopian; everything is a utopia until somebody implements it.”


One of the most quoted sentences of recent decades is “I have a dream.” Not only Martin Luther King had a dream— many of us dream of a fairer world for all and a few—more than you might think—realise their dream with commitment and with all their heart and mind. They are pioneers in their field; you may call people such as Gino Strada, Martin Luther King, Mother Teresa or Jody Williams utopians but each great achievement starts with an idea, a hope, a vision.


Our new series—we call it “rüffer&rub visionary”—sets out to pass on this glimmer of an idea, a hope, a vision and so ignite the spark of personal commitment. At its heart is the author’s personal dialogue with a particular issue. Each tells an enthralling story of how they became aware of a scientific, cultural or social issue and what prompted them to search for robust answers and sustainable solutions. The writers all display great commitment. They describe what it means to make a personal commitment to pursue and to live an idea. Whether the vision is political, scientific or spiritual, all of the authors have one thing in common; they yearn for a better world and are prepared to work with all their strength to achieve it.


The issues and activities may be extremely diverse, but common to all visionaries is that they act from a deep conviction that a better future for all on a healthy planet is possible. We are convinced that everyone of us can, through our own actions, be a part of the solution.


 


Anne Rüffer, publisher














A world without


hunger and misery


 





My vision of a sustainable food system for the world goes back a long way. I am a farmer’s son. My father was estate manager for the Domaine des Barges in Switzerland’s Lower Valais that was owned by the Burger und Söhne (Aargau) tobacco dynasty. The 40-hectare farm grew tobacco, potatoes and wheat.


I experienced intensive farming at first hand: it meant spraying highly poisonous insecticide to control the caterpillars of the diurnal and nocturnal moths that feasted on the tobacco leaves. It was the use of fungicides to control imported fungal diseases. They not only destroyed the pests but also eliminated beneficial insects such as bees. When I was growing up I found it quite normal, even though occasionally I also wondered whether so much poison was actually good for humans or the environment. At the time, we knew no different and it seemed as though chemicals were an essential ingredient of modern agriculture.


I spent two winters and a summer as a student at Valais Agricultural College in Châteauneuf learning what farmers needed to know about crops and fruit growing, vineyards and livestock management, i.e. that the use of agrochemicals guaranteed good harvests and a better life.


Having matriculated with a baccalaureate, I embarked in 1969 on an agronomy degree at the Swiss Federal Institute of Technology (ETH) in Zurich, with plant protection as my main subject and plant breeding as my subsidiary. At ETH plant protection almost exclusively, with one exception, meant the use of chemical methods to control damaging insects, weeds and fungi.


It was the era of the “Green Revolution”, the term used to describe the development that started in the 1960s of modern, high-performing and high-yielding crop varieties and their successful spread throughout developing countries. As a young ETH student I was seriously impressed by the higher yields that could be achieved with high-performing varieties and the massive application of agrochemicals. At the same time, however, I started to look critically at this type of agriculture and question it.


My doctoral supervisor, “the one exception”, was Vittorio Delucchi, a professor of entomology. He was a pioneer in Switzerland for integrated and biological pest management, promoting the use of natural enemies and agronomic practices rather than synthetic insecticides to control pests. Entomologists had long known that you could control pests if you could find their natural enemies, i.e. the corresponding beneficial insects. However, it seemed too complicated and expensive for the conventional agricultural industry to find these beneficials, breed them in sufficiently large numbers for commercial use and to find a suitable way to release them into the fields—despite the fact that it had been known for a long time that the method worked.


Vittorio Delucchi gave me an introduction to the research group of Robert van den Bosch at the University of California in Berkeley, which at the time was the mecca for entomologists in the field of biological pest control. In 1979, whilst at the International Institute for Tropical Agriculture (IITA) in Ibadan, Nigeria, I had an opportunity to put into practice my knowledge of the biological control of the mealybug—a pest that devastated the cassava crops.1


I remained in Africa for 27 years working in the field of biological pest control. This experience and the knowledge I gained made me realize that fundamental changes were needed to agriculture—in fact to the entire global food system.


It is an ambitious aim: a world free from hunger and misery, where everyone enjoys the same right to live in freedom with one another and in harmony with nature. A world where the boundaries of Planet Earth are respected and violence and war are outlawed. Where the needs of future generations are at the very top of the political agenda; natural resources are regenerated and preserved on their behalf. A world where energy supplies are based 100% on renewable energy sources.


In this vision, the food system plays a crucial role.














1. Surfeit of hunger


 





One in nine people go to bed hungry. According to a report on food security published in 2015 by the FAO, the UN Food and Agricultural Organisation, 795 million people—just under 11% of the global population—are malnourished. Although the figure has fallen by 216 billion since the beginning of the 1990s,2 it fails by some margin—more than half a billion—to achieve the goal set by the World Food Summit in 1996 to halve the absolute number of people without enough food between 1990 and 2015.


One in seven children under five years of age is underweight. Malnutrition contributes to the deaths of 3.1 million children under five each year—that is more than 45% of all deaths in this age group.3 Africa, south of the Sahara, is the worst-affected region with 23% of the population currently malnourished; in the Caribbean it is slightly under 20%.4


Some two billion people are deficient in vitamins and essential minerals such as iodine and iron, even though they consume enough carbohydrates and protein. This is partly a result of reductions in food diversity; monoculture systems are used to grow essential foodstuffs, which means that certain highly nutritional plants are absent from local diets. Similarly, those living in rich countries are often malnourished because they eat high-calorie processed foods that are low in micronutrients.


Hunger is the greatest risk to global health. However, the reverse is also a problem: a total of 1.4 billion adults in the world are overweight and of these 500 million are obese.5 Excess weight is a major cause of diabetes, high blood pressure, strokes and many cancers. In 1980, obesity was already affecting one-quarter of all adults and by 2008, that figure had risen to more than one-third; increasingly it is also affecting developing countries and overall, about 50% of the global population eats too little, too much or the wrong type of food.6


For many countries in the global South, hunger is a major obstacle to development. It is also a difficult one to overcome: If people have too little to eat, their productivity remains low and hungry children often miss school. It is also costly to treat the associated diseases. A study conducted in several African countries estimated that the cost of hunger in these countries is between 2% and 16% of Gross National Product.7


A food system that puts both too much and too little healthy food on the table cannot be a model for the future. The following sections look in more detail at the various issues and demonstrate why the aim of the World Food Summit—to eradicate hunger—has so far been impossible to achieve.


 


Waste


At present, farmers produce enough food to feed more than 14 billion people; that is twice current global requirements. Unfortunately, not all food ends up being eaten by consumers. According to a study published in early 2003 by the British Institution of Mechanical Engineers, 30–50% of food intended for human consumption is lost.8 The main reason for this in developing countries is a lack of storage, processing and transport facilities.


The situation is different in industrialised countries. For example, in Switzerland domestic households account for 45% of the loss.9 Special offers tempt shoppers to buy more than they can consume. In addition, expiry dates are calculated in such a way that perfectly good food is often discarded.


Globally, about one-third of all food produced is currently not consumed. This causes not only a serious economic loss (US$ 940 billion per year) but also 8% of all greenhouse gas emissions. A study by Porter, Reay, Higgins and Bomberg from the University of Edinburgh found that the loss and waste of food accounted for 2.2 gigatonnes of CO2 equivalents each year, which is 323 kg CO2 per person and three times higher than 50 years ago.


Champions 12.3, a coalition of more than 36 business and government representatives as well as those from civil society, published a report during the process leading up to the agreement on the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) in autumn 2015. It provided a progress report on the fight against food waste and loss. Although the international community had made considerable efforts to achieve SDG Target 12.3, the report concluded that they were not enough to rectify current deficiencies in the supply chain, including production, delivery and the end consumer.


The report highlighted three particular benefits of eliminating food loss and waste: better food security, lower costs throughout the entire supply chain and finally better protection for resources and the climate. The report called for stakeholders to agree on concrete reduction targets without delay. Progress must be monitored regularly and there must be no ifs and buts. There are already some examples of good practice: Italy and France have both passed legislation to reduce food waste. Instead of dumping edible foodstuffs, supermarkets are now allowed to donate them. Similarly, the United States has announced plans to halve food waste by 2030.


The concern remains, however, that action on Target 12.3 will be limited to a few countries and will only involve larger companies. In addition, the mechanisms for monitoring progress are still inadequate in many areas. The report identified a lack of professional systems and methods for the systematic recording of data that is capable of identifying problem areas. To sum up: if we are to achieve SDG Target 12.3 by 2030, each and every country, town, company and in particular each and every consumer on Planet Earth must show greater commitment to efforts to fight food waste and loss.10


 


Too much meat


Another form of food waste is the high level of meat consumption. To produce one calorie of food from livestock farming requires between two and seven times as much feed as that needed to produce plant-based calories. Global meat consumption has increased fourfold in the last 50 years11 and the average global consumption per head per year is now 32 kg12. In Switzerland it is 51 kg,13 in Germany 60 kg14 and in France 86 kg15. Although meat consumption has stagnated and in some cases even declined slightly in industrialised countries, it is rising in emerging nations, sometimes very rapidly.


Meat is increasingly produced on an industrial scale in intensive livestock units. This type of farming requires a much greater use of antibiotics. Livestock farming now accounts for 70% of the global use of antibiotics.16 Excessive use of antibiotics encourages the development of resistance and it is estimated that some 25,000 people die each year in Europe from infections caused by pathogens resistant to antibiotics.17


In order to use resources as efficiently as possible, it makes absolute sense for humans to include some animal products in their diet. About two-thirds of the world’s available farmland is only suitable for grass or pasture.18 Ruminants eat grass and so are not competing with humans for food; animals also provide manure and some, like hens and pigs, can eat food waste and by-products—a good sow will eat anything.


However, many animals are fed primarily on cereal and other arable crops: animals currently consume about one-third of current global cereal production.19 In addition, much of the feed used in meat production in industrialised countries is imported; some 35 million hectares of arable land in the EU is “outsourced” in this way.20 That means that more than one-third of all EU arable land is not available in developing countries for domestic food production.21


The driver behind such misguided trends in livestock farming is the economic pressure to produce as much meat as possible and as efficiently as possible. For those of us living in rich industrialised countries, this makes meat ridiculously cheap; it is also now affordable for the growing middle classes in developing countries, but the poor come away empty-handed. They are still unable to afford meat and livestock farming consumes their plant-based food. According to calculations by UNEP, the United Nations Environment Programme, the calories lost in the process to transform plant matter into animal feed would meet the food needs of 3.5 billion people.22 It should also be noted that cheap meat is in fact expensive, given that the externalities accruing from the intensive, industrial production and the health impact of excess consumption of such meat are being socialised—and carried by all taxpayers.


 


Too poor to have enough to eat


More than one billion people live in extreme poverty and have to survive on less than US$ 1.25 per day.23 Poor families in developing countries spend 50–80% of their income on food;24 even a small increase in food prices can threaten their very existence.


For example, weather-related crop failures in 2007 and 2008 increased the demand for renewable raw materials and meat and this, combined with speculative trading, triggered an increase in the price of basic foodstuffs. The FAO Food Price Index rose by 52% in one year from July 2007 to July 2008.25 As a direct consequence, the number of people suffering from malnutrition increased from 70 million to 100 million. It caused hunger riots in some countries, and it even caused the government to fall in Haiti.


 


Apparent paradox: Food is too cheap


The problem, however, is not that food prices are too high but rather the reverse. Food is too cheap. To explain this apparent paradox, we need a little background.


The maxim adopted by the agriculture industry is to maximise production, minimise product costs and minimise labour costs. This reductionist approach, geared as it is to maximum yields, requires mechanized production and monoculture systems that favour high-yielding crop varieties. It requires vast amounts of mineral fertilisers, pesticides and water. This in turn overexploits non-renewable natural resources.


In terms of production volumes, this approach has been extremely successful. Even though the global population more than doubled between 1961 and 2011, grain production per capita increased by 30% in the same period. This increase in yields was accompanied by a fall in prices.26 According to the Swiss Federal Office for Statistics, the average household in Switzerland currently spends just 6.4% of its gross income on food and alcohol-free drinks;27 in Germany it is 10.5%.28
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However, only a minority of farmers benefit from new agricultural technology—only those who can afford it. For the vast majority of small-scale farmers in developing countries, a production system that requires huge amounts of expensive high-yielding crop varieties and agrochemicals is not a viable way to increase production and escape poverty.


At the same time, countries from the rich North use export subsidies worth billions of dollars to sell off their surplus produce to those in the South. These imported goods compete with local produce. As a result, more than 70% of those without enough food live in rural areas.29 Smallholders, farm labourers and landless workers rely directly on agriculture. If the weather is favourable, the harvests are good. They may then have enough to eat but still have little opportunity to earn an income from surplus produce. If the weather is poor, the harvest does not provide enough food, nor do they have money with which to buy food. As a last resort, they migrate to towns, mostly ending up in urban slums. Once there, they rely on cheap and subsidized imports from the rich North for food; these same imports also deny domestic smallholders the opportunity to earn an income.


The problem is exacerbated by the agricultural policies of some countries in Asia, Africa and Latin America. Production for domestic purposes is neglected and the traditional crops needed for a healthy diet are abandoned. Latin America currently produces three times more food than it consumes,30 whilst at the same time the continent has 34 million people without enough food.31 Two-thirds of developing countries are either net importers of food or dependent upon food aid from the global North.32 This form of food system is misguided and further widens the gap between rich and poor, both internationally and within countries. This in turn perpetuates the problem of hunger. The reductionist solutions inherent in industrial agriculture are not only unsuitable but also counterproductive for escaping from this vicious circle. In order to combat poverty, we need a holistic approach; it requires policies on development, trade, social issues and tax that target this objective both internationally and domestically in individual countries. The change to a sustainable food system of the type that I envisage would make a significant contribution towards that objective.
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Diagram 1 | “We are reaching the boundaries of Planet Earth.” As a result of human
influence, the planet has already crossed four of its nine boundaries: climate change,
biodiversity, land use and biogeochemical cycles.
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