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Hunger in Africa

Based on the 2008 Global Hunger Index for Africa. Compiled by the International Food Policy Research Institute, Concern Worldwide, and Welt Hunger Hilfe, the index combines these indicators: the percentage of people who are undernourished (estimated); the percentage of children under the age of five who are underweight; and the mortality rate of children under the age of five. The index ranks the countries on a 100-point scale, with 0 being the best score (no hunger).
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In the searing heat of late spring, before anyone realized that what was happening here was just the beginning of something much bigger, a tiny girl stumbled through a field of rocks toward a group of international aid workers. She was barefoot and limping. Flies dotted her face, craving the moisture of her eyes, lips, and nostrils. A shabby gray dress smudged with dirt hung limply from her shoulders. Though she was no more than eight years old, she carried her baby sister on her back, a turquoise blanket binding them together. Without speaking, for that would have required too much energy, the girl weakly stretched out her arms, one hand supporting the other. Her dark, frightened eyes were desperate. Please, they beseeched, something to eat, anything at all. In a famine, the starving speak with their eyes.

Beyond the girl, on the edge of the rocky field, was a warren of olive-green tents. Inside them, 166 children were dying of starvation.

Emmanuel Otoro, the director of Ethiopia’s Disaster Prevention and Preparedness Commission for the Boricha region, gently stroked the girl’s cheek. A second of comfort was all he could spare. Then he parted the flaps of one of the tents and entered a scene nearly incomprehensible to the modern mind.

Starvation is death by deprivation, the absence of one of the essential elements for life. It’s not the result of an accident or a spasm of violence,  the ravages of disease or the inevitable decay of old age. It occurs because people are forced to live in the hollow of plenty. For decades, the world has grown enough food to nourish everyone adequately. Satellites can spot budding crop failures; shortages can be avoided. In the modern world, like never before, famine is by and large preventable. When it occurs, it represents civilization’s collective failure.

Just inside the canvas walls of the tent, Emmanuel came upon two infants receiving nourishment through nose tubes. He swatted away the flies buzzing around their heads. “We’ve never seen a disaster like this before around here,” he whispered to a group of nurses and aid workers.

It was an astonishing statement, given Ethiopia’s history. In 1984, more than 12 million people had teetered on the verge of starvation, and nearly 1 million of them died. The suffering was so intense, so vast, and so pitiable that the world swore such famine would never happen again. Yet not even twenty years later, “never again” was happening again, in Boricha and many of Ethiopia’s blighted regions. And this time, even more people—14 million—were desperate for something to eat.

Emmanuel made his way to a corner of the tent where five-year-old Hagirso sat like a rag doll on a flimsy mattress, propped up between the spindly legs of his father, Tesfaye Ketema. A few days before, Tesfaye had cradled his emaciated son for an hour and a half as they rode in a donkey-drawn wagon over rutted dirt roads to this makeshift famine clinic. Hagirso was starving to death. He weighed just twenty-seven pounds when he arrived. His arms and legs were bone-thin, his head swollen from the effects of protein deficiency. He did not cry or plead for help. His eyes were deep, dark, empty holes. Farewell, they said.

 



The year before, Tesfaye, along with many other Ethiopian peasant farmers, had reaped his best harvest ever. Then he trekked happily to the market town of Boricha carrying heavy sacks of grain. But the historic bumper harvest overwhelmed the country’s underdeveloped markets with a surplus, and prices collapsed. What Tesfaye received from the merchants of Boricha was barely enough to cover his planting and harvesting costs. At the end of the day, including labor and transportation expenses, he reckoned he actually lost money.

The next planting season, he cut back on costs by sowing cheaper, lower-quality corn seed on his three-quarters of an acre and abandoning the use of expensive fertilizer. He knew this would result in a smaller harvest, but he calculated he would still reap enough to feed his family. Farmers all across Ethiopia reacted in the same manner. Some who worked the country’s largest farms took thousands of acres out of production. Others shut off their simple irrigation systems to reduce expenses.

Then all of Ethiopia looked heavenward for rain. But in many places the rains never came. With drought choking the land, Ethiopia’s, and Tesfaye’s, harvest shrank even further than expected. Tesfaye’s family soon ate through their reserve from the previous year. As the pain of hunger gnawed relentlessly, Tesfaye began selling off his few possessions to buy food. First he sold his ox, which pulled his plow. Then he sold the family cow, which provided milk. Then he sold the goats. With nothing left, Tesfaye watched Hagirso waste away. Instead of lugging bags of surplus corn to the market town as he had the year before, he now carried his dying son.

In the emergency feeding tent, he stared at the starving little boy slumped between his legs. “He is our youngest,” he mournfully told the nurses and aid workers. Surrounded by the dying children of other peasant farmers, Tesfaye was heavy with worry and guilt. What, he wondered, had he done to his son?

As Emmanuel Otoro moved from starving child to starving child, from horrified parent to horrified parent, he heard the same lament over and over. A thought began to form: This wasn’t just a disaster scene. It was a crime scene, for what was happening to these families had not been their own doing.

Four decades before, the Green Revolution had introduced scientific and technological breakthroughs, such as new wheat and rice strains and new farming methods, that ultimately succeeded in conquering famine throughout Asia and Latin America. Millions upon millions of lives were saved as the Green Revolution rolled through India and Pakistan and then across Asia. Basket cases became breadbaskets. Norman Borlaug, a dogged plant breeder from small-town Iowa, hailed as the father of the Green Revolution and the savior of more lives than perhaps any other human being in history, had won the Nobel Peace Prize.

These scientific and technological breakthroughs were also introduced to Africa. In Ethiopia’s Great Rift Valley highlands, as fertile a place as any on the continent, food production steadily increased. The Boricha region, a plateau overlooking a chain of Rift Valley lakes, declared itself food self-sufficient at the dawn of the new millennium. Ethiopia, so hungry for so long, was closing in on the goal of feeding itself.

Yet something was terribly wrong. The record harvests brought only more misery to the farmers, as the surpluses led to price collapses. Beyond the harvest gains, certain vital aspects of the Green Revolution never made it to Africa. There had been no investment in rural infrastructure to enable the movement of crops from where they were plentiful to where they were scarce, no development of markets so farmers could get fair prices, no financing to support farmers, no subsidies to cushion them against price drops, no crop insurance to compensate them for weather disasters. The political will to finish the job of ending famine had evaporated in Africa.

African agriculture and the Ethiopian peasants and their children were left to die. For Emmanuel Otoro, this neglect was the unprecedented disaster. “First, the market failed,” he observed as he turned away from Tesfaye and Hagirso to leave the tent. “And then the weather.”

 



In the Ethiopian capital, Addis Ababa, Volli Carucci of the United Nations’ World Food Program (WFP), which had the task of feeding the hungry, unfurled a map of Africa across the shiny expanse of a conference table. Ethiopia, he demonstrated to a visitor with a sweep of his hand, was only the tip of the iceberg. Hunger was raging across the continent. Up and down the east coast, from the Horn of Africa to the Cape of Good Hope, and west across the hem of the Sahara, from the Red Sea to the Atlantic Ocean, crops were failing and more than 40 million people were starving, saved only by food aid pouring in from North America, Europe, Japan, and Australia. Beyond the zones of full-blown famine and starvation, there was the everyday grind of chronic malnutrition that was leaving several hundred million more Africans with gnawing, half-empty stomachs. Countries were growing as weak as their people, for hunger also eats away at economies. Hungry children can’t study, hungry adults can’t work, malnourished people die more quickly when other diseases strike. You’re hungry and malnourished and get malaria, you’re a goner. Diarrhea, cholera,  measles: You have no strength to fight them. Tuberculosis, gone. Pneumonia, AIDS, gone. Everywhere people were blind and lame, too small for their age, too old looking for their years. That too, Carucci explained, was hunger and malnutrition—deficiencies of micronutrients such as vitamin A, iron, and zinc—at work.

Hunger in all its forms was spreading, not retreating, despite all of the scientific advances and the decades of intense effort by so many people. “Starvation is an ancient emotion. It is something people in Europe and the United States have forgotten about,” Carucci, an Italian, lamented. “Looking into the eyes of someone dying of hunger becomes a disease of the soul. You see that nobody should have to die of hunger.”

 



Since the time of the Green Revolution, the world has known how to end famine and tame chronic hunger. We have the information and tools. But we haven’t done it. We explored the heavens. We wired the world for the Internet. We embarked on quests to conquer AIDS and assail global warming. We lifted hundreds of millions of people out of poverty and into the middle class. Yet somehow we haven’t eliminated the most primitive scourge of all.

Norman Borlaug had warned of the consequences of such failure, pleading in his 1970 Nobel lecture in Oslo, “Man can and must prevent the tragedy of famine in the future instead of merely trying with pious regret to salvage the human wreckage of the famine, as he has so often done in the past. We will be guilty of criminal negligence, without extenuation, if we permit future famines.”

The 14 million Ethiopians starving in 2003 bore silent witness on behalf of the world’s hungry—850 million of them around the globe at the time—to the missteps and neglect that allowed famine to invade the twenty-first century and persist in a world that produces more than enough food for everybody. And they warned of an even more dire worldwide food crisis yet to come. Within a few years, surging demand, soaring prices, and spreading hunger would trigger food riots in a number of countries, prompting panicky governments to temporarily ban exports of their grain and rattling economies across the globe. The desperate supplication of the barefoot girl in Boricha was only the beginning.

By 2008, the number of undernourished people in the world had swelled to nearly 1 billion, the largest number since the early 1970s, when  the full impact of the Green Revolution was just kicking in. After dropping in the 1970s and 1980s, the size of the world’s hungry population changed little in the 1990s as the new millennium approached, though the proportion of the population in hunger declined due to an expanding population. Now, though, the cost of grain, having settled at a new plateau after gyrating wildly in 2007 and 2008, is once again increasing the ranks of the hungry. Many of the new hungry are in sub-Saharan Africa, where 457 million were undernourished in 2007, an amount that was up 53 percent since the U.S. Department of Agriculture began calculating these numbers in 1992. The region could soon be home to half of the world’s hungry, even though it has just about one-tenth of the world’s population.

UN health and food organizations calculate that 25,000 people throughout the developing world die every day from hunger and malnutrition and related diseases. That’s three times as many daily deaths as occurred during the 1994 genocide in Rwanda, when an average of 8,000 people were slaughtered each day during a one hundred-day orgy of killing. Or as officials of the United Nations World Food Program have grimly noted, it’s the equivalent of sixty jumbo jets crashing each day.

Hunger’s grip on children is particularly cruel, contributing to about 6 million young deaths annually at the beginning of this century. Of the children who survive, 300 million are classified as “chronically hungry,” which means that night after night they go to bed with an empty stomach; 150 million children under the age of five are stunted from malnourishment, which means they likely never will reach their full potential, physically or mentally.

The failed momentum of the Green Revolution deprives some places of the world, particularly Africa, from maximizing their agricultural potential. This denies global markets a tremendous source of food; Africa, after all, has almost twice as much arable land as the European Union, and much of that land, as Ethiopia proved, could be just as productive. Africa is agriculture’s largely untapped final frontier.

This neglect is battering consumers around the world. For most years of this young century so far, the world has consumed more grain than it has produced, draining reserves and elevating prices. Borlaug had put us out front in the race to keep food production ahead of the rate of population growth, but now the food supply has become less secure. We’re falling behind not so  much because of a population increase but because of the population’s increased prosperity. As the formerly hungry of India and China move toward the middle class, they are eating better, escalating the demand for grain-fed meat and dairy products. Meanwhile, volatile oil prices this decade have pushed politicians in a number of countries, chief among them the United States and nations of the European Union, to promote alternative sources of fuel that are made from food. In the United States, ethanol-fuel makers were devouring about 30 percent of the nation’s corn crop by 2009, roughly double the amount they used in 2006. Many farmers reduced their plantings of some crops, such as soybeans, wheat, peas, and lentils, to grow more corn for cars instead. Biofuel companies are now competitors of the hungry.

The consequences of this growing demand are dwindling supplies and greater vulnerability to natural disasters that could lessen harvests. Global grain reserves plummeted in 2007 and 2008 to their lowest levels in three decades, ending a long period of gluts that had steadily pushed down the inflation-adjusted, or real, price of food. Between 2006 and 2008, prices of many of the world’s staples doubled. Rioting erupted in dozens of nations in 2007 and 2008, escalating global security concerns. A prime minister resigned in Haiti as hungry people clamored for more rice.

Even countries where the Green Revolution advanced the furthest couldn’t escape impact. In Mexico, where Borlaug first bred the seeds of the revolution, rising tortilla prices triggered protests. In India and Pakistan and across Asia, complacency over the rising production had sapped the political will to keep the momentum of agricultural development going. They paid for their shortsightedness in soaring rice prices, which more than doubled in the first half of 2008. It all left the World Food Program scrambling to keep up. The WFP traditionally fed those in rural areas who didn’t have access to enough food because of crop failures. Now suddenly it also had to feed swelling numbers of urban residents unable to afford the food available. At the same time, its own costs for food aid were escalating.

The global financial crisis that began in late 2008 doused crop prices like everything else. But hunger fighters are bracing for the situation to get worse once the economy recovers. Deserts are expanding, lakes in Africa are drying up, water tables in China and India are sinking, and climate change is expected to complicate the growing of staple crops in the tropical  zones around the equator. Africa is perhaps the most vulnerable, as the majority of its farmers are dependent on rainfall. Bringing more land into production would take a long time, for that opportunity, too, was squandered. Dire predictions are pouring in from many quarters. In July 2008, the U.S. Department of Agriculture predicted that the number of malnourished will rise to 1.2 billion by 2017. The world is on course to give back many of the gains of the Green Revolution.

 



For a decade we have covered hunger and world agriculture for The Wall Street Journal, reporting from the famine zones of Ethiopia and the overflowing silos of Iowa; from the lush fields of Ghana and Malawi and the desert sands of Niger and Chad; from the amber waves of grain in North Dakota, Russia, and India and the cotton fields of Mali and Mississippi; from the peaceful green hills of Washington State’s Palouse and France’s Normandy and the blood-soaked, tear-stained soil of Zimbabwe and Sudan; from the world-trade negotiating tables in Geneva and the corridors of power in Washington, D.C., London, and Brussels.

Along the way, we have met many well-meaning people who believe that hunger in the world is a given; that, like the poor, it will always be with us. They think hunger is a natural disaster, as it was in the wake of the Asian tsunami of 2004. Or that it is a tool of political control wielded by desperate dictators like Robert Mugabe in Zimbabwe and Omar al-Bashir in Sudan. Or that it follows as a consequence of war, as in Biafra and the Congo. They believe that beyond their donations to the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) or the World Food Program, there is nothing else they can do about it; they can alleviate the suffering but not prevent it.

The truth is that natural disasters will occur and unconscionable dictators will ruin their countries. But so much of the chronic, everyday hunger in the world is now a man-made catastrophe, caused one anonymous decision at a time, one day at a time, by people, institutions, and governments doing what they thought was best for themselves or sometimes even what they thought at the time was best for Africa.

Even now, many of the people making those decisions—among them renowned economists, development experts, politicians, preachers, farmers, humanitarians—have no idea what impact they had or what part they played in reversing decades of progress. Farm subsidies in the United States  and Europe, for instance, started out as a vehicle for helping poor farmers recover from economic calamity or war. But over the years they have grown to be a matter of addiction. By 2007, the world’s rich, developed countries were paying $260 billion in support to their own farmers, making it impossible for competing unsubsidized farmers to grow strong in places such as sub-Saharan Africa. On top of that, the international financial institutions controlled by the United States and Europe have long forbade African governments from subsidizing their own farmers if they are to receive any loans. So it is, too, with American food aid, which began as warmhearted generosity toward the hungry and evolved into a jealously protected entitlement for those providing the aid. A Band-Aid for the poor is now an industry for the rich. In Ethiopia in 2003, the United States provided more than $500 million in American-grown grain to feed the hungry but only $5 million in agricultural development aid to help them avoid becoming hungry in the first place.

The hunger that grows from these decisions—the catastrophe that is man-made—is preventable. And there is more to do than donate money. There is the need for informed people to advocate for policy reform and new practices that work for the world’s poorest, to be aware of the global consequences of self-interested decisions, to roll up sleeves and get to work in the fields. Fighting hunger isn’t hopeless. It is a battle that can be won, for this generation has more weapons at its disposal than any other.

To that end, a new movement founded on a new will to conquer hunger is rising once again among people proclaiming “enough is enough.” It is coming from the well-fed in America and Europe whose eyes have been opened to the problem, from philanthropists, from churches and synagogues and mosques and temples, from corporate boardrooms, from universities, from small towns and big institutions, from farmers, from entrepreneurs, from the meek and the mighty. And it is coming from the hungry Africans themselves, from peasants and presidents alike, who are fed up with begging for food. But unless we are clear about what went wrong, we risk making the same mistakes, or, as happened before, letting a year or two of plenty sap our will to construct a system that works in fallow years.

 



This book tells the story of the squandered promise of the Green Revolution and the neglect that brought hunger and famine into the twenty-first  century. It is the story of Africa and the missed opportunities, the wars and the megalomania, the folly and the good intentions gone bad that have left its agricultural potential largely unrealized, its people hungrier than ever before, and the entire world aching for more and cheaper food. It is a tale of self-interest and hypocrisy in the United States and Europe, how subsidies and food aid have gone awry, how geopolitics influenced by remnants of colonial-era policies and practices of the old European powers determine that some countries should bloom and others should starve, how markets failed, how warnings went unheeded, how the present crisis is engulfing us.

This is also, in Part II, the story of the new movement to reclaim the revolution’s lost promise and restore its momentum. It follows the trail from Borlaug to Bono, the Irish rock musician haunted by the chorus of the hungry he first heard in Ethiopia in 1984. From Bill Gates and his foundation colleagues, who realized that the medicine they were bringing to Africa was useless in a malnourished body, to Joe Mamlin, an Indiana doctor who became a farmer in Kenya so his AIDS patients would have something to eat. From Eleni Gabre-Madhin, who kept tilting at wind-mills until she brought a commodities exchange to her native Ethiopia, to Francis Pelekamoyo, whose Bible led his conversion from Malawi’s central banker to humble microlender. From a small town in Ohio to a tiny village in Kenya. From European CEOs to a couple of American sitcom-watching moms to a son of billionaire investor Warren Buffett. From British church activists to former UK Prime Minister Tony Blair to statesmen in Ireland working to ensure that their country’s dark history of famine isn’t repeated elsewhere in the future.

We don’t promote one brand of politics over another, unless it is the politics of common sense and doing what is right for the poorest of the poor. We don’t favor one religion over another; the major faiths all command their followers to feed the hungry. If we bring any personal baggage to this issue, it is that we are journalists. Although newspaper reporters are often viewed as a cynical bunch, in truth we are a profession of optimists. We believe that finding the solution to a problem often begins with people reading about it. We trust that reasonable people will feel compelled to act. So we write.

In amplifying our reporting for The Wall Street Journal into a book, which is based on our own interviews and research unless otherwise noted,  we have had the generous assistance of the Rockefeller and William and Flora Hewlett foundations and the Chicago Council on Global Affairs. None of these organizations, however, had any influence over the writing or editing of this book.

Our purpose is to help stir a constituency of people who will reverse the neglect and build on the new momentum. The hungry are watching, and waiting.






PART I


The Unfinished  Revolution






CHAPTER 1

Seeds of Change

MEXICO, 1944

 



 



 



 



Norman Borlaug didn’t set out to feed the world’s hungry. His ambition as a young scientist was more modest: defeat rust blight. That, and secure a steady job where he could work outdoors.

The world was at war for a second time, and in America college graduates were being drafted into an array of special operations to gather intelligence, break codes, and otherwise confound and outsmart the enemy. Borlaug, fresh from the University of Minnesota with a doctorate in plant pathology, was fulfilling his patriotic duty at the Wilmington, Delaware, laboratories of chemical giant DuPont Co. Though he had been hired to develop agricultural chemicals, the war altered his mission: He and his unit of fellow scientists were testing military supplies, including condoms, for their durability in the tropical conditions of the Pacific theater. Borlaug was toiling in his lab one day in the spring of 1944 when the Office of Special Studies tapped him on the shoulder. His services were needed in Mexico.

Borlaug was new to the world of foreign adventure. In fact, he was new to the world, period. He was an Iowa farm boy from the Norwegian-influenced countryside near the village of Cresco up by the Minnesota border. Educated in a one-room schoolhouse, he had idly dreamed of playing second base for the Chicago Cubs. When he applied to the University of Minnesota, he  flunked the entrance exam. The university sent him to its new general college for a chance to earn a two-year degree. Disappointed but determined to make good, Borlaug improved his grades and transferred to the big university, where he excelled in wrestling and the study of forestry, two passions that matched his stoic disposition. One summer he worked for the U.S. Forest Service as a fire lookout on Idaho’s Cold Mountain. Alone for several weeks at a time, a two-day horse ride from the nearest ranger station, he savored the solitude and embraced it as his calling. Confident of a full-time job with the Forest Service upon graduation, Borlaug proposed to his college sweetheart, Margaret Gibson. Together, he pledged, they would find happiness in the wilderness.

Budget cuts, though, felled the forestry job. Crestfallen and facing an aimless future, Borlaug sought advice from his university mentor, eminent plant pathologist Elvin Charles Stakman. The professor suggested his young charge take up his own work; a plant pathologist, he told him, had good job security, for crop diseases always found a way to circumvent man’s cures. With a new wife to support, Borlaug knew he would need a reliable job. Plant pathology it would be. He even enlisted in Stakman’s lifelong assault on rust blight, one of the biggest destroyers of cereal crops around the world.

The quasi-governmental Office of Special Studies had been established in 1943 at the suggestion of Stakman and two other scientists. The mission: increase production of corn, wheat, and beans in Mexico to prevent hunger and instability south of the border. The special project needed a crusader against a most insidious enemy: wheat rust. Stakman knew just the man.

In September 1944, Borlaug left his pregnant wife and infant daughter in Wilmington and drove off to Mexico, an unlikely revolutionary.

 



From the beginning, the Green Revolution was the unintended outcome of unlikely work by determined individuals. Henry Wallace, who blazed Borlaug’s trail to Mexico, simply wanted to practice his Spanish.

In 1940, before he took office beside Franklin D. Roosevelt, Vice President-elect Wallace headed to Mexico. An intellectually restless scion of an Iowa family that published the influential rural magazine Wallaces’ Farmer, Wallace had served as Roosevelt’s activist agriculture secretary since 1933. Wallace recognized that the farmers of that era were, as small commodity producers, economically weak relative to their suppliers and customers. His Agriculture Department created many of the farmer-friendly programs that he had trumpeted in his magazine: farm subsidies, food stamps, federal crop insurance, and soil conservation. He also instituted an “ever-normal granary” policy, whereby the federal government began to buy crops during surplus years as insurance against poor future harvests. The strategy was designed to help farmers by slowing any drop in grain prices during years of excessive production, and it later would keep food on the table when the country’s entry into World War II triggered the rationing of many household goods.

Wallace told the president he wanted to visit Latin America before starting his official duties. Roosevelt, eager to develop closer Pan-American ties amid growing global tensions, dispatched Wallace to Mexico to represent the United States at the December 1940 inauguration of Manuel Ávila Camacho, who was friendly to the United States and whose election had been bitterly fought.

As it turned out, Wallace and Mexico shared a common passion. Wallace’s hobby was breeding corn, and Mexicans loved eating it. Corn, known as maize in Mexico, was the country’s staple food and was grown in every conceivable nook and cranny, from mountain slopes to the floating islands of Xochimilco.

Wallace’s fascination with plants dated back to his childhood. George Washington Carver, the future famous botanist, was then the first black student at Iowa State University in Ames, where Wallace’s father was teaching. Carver took young Wallace on walks to study plants and shared his own passion for growing things. In his teenage years, Wallace began growing corn in his backyard for study. He couldn’t have picked a racier subject, so far as vegetation goes. Corn is an unusually promiscuous grain due to the fact that its sex parts are unusually distant from each other. The male tassel, which sheds pollen, is often several feet above the female ear, which holds the ovules for fertilization into kernels. Unlike a self-pollinating plant such as the soybean, which has its reproductive parts packed tightly together, corn’s cross-pollination design encourages the species to swap windblown pollen—which easily can travel hundreds of yards.

Corn’s architecture makes it a favorite of crop breeders, who sell seed to farmers with the promise of ever-improving plants. Breeders do this by  picking promising parents and mating them in hopes of creating a plant with better genes. Wallace was a young man when breeders experimenting with forcing corn plants to self-pollinate discovered a peculiar phenomenon: When they forced self-pollination for several generations, the inbred line seemed to lose some of its ability to produce grain as a dominant trait took hold. But if they took one inbred line and crossed it with another, it ignited an extraordinary leap in the yield of their offspring, a dynamic known as hybrid vigor. Just as mysteriously, the explosion in yield occurred for just one generation.

Wallace, long an advocate for using science to help farmers, saw a way to use it to make money as well. He made a fortune as one of the first to tap the business potential of hybrid corn. Farmers paid a premium for such high-yielding seed. And they kept coming back to the breeder year after year since they couldn’t simply save some of their harvest as seed and get the same results. In 1926, Wallace and a group of friends founded what would become corn-seed giant Pioneer Hi-Bred. Hybrid corn’s appeal to farmers was so strong that it swept across the Midwest even as the Great Depression unfolded and farmers pinched pennies. By the time the United States entered World War II, much of Iowa’s corn crop came from hybrid seed.

The productivity of U.S. corn farmers exploded. Before hybrid seed, an acre of Iowa farmland had been producing about the same amount of corn for roughly sixty years. In 1930 the average corn yield in Iowa was thirty-four bushels an acre. By 1940, the average Iowa yield had jumped to fifty-two and a half bushels an acre. Wallace’s company became a Farm Belt icon alongside the John Deere tractor as U.S. corn yields continued to climb.

So when he visited Mexico in 1940, Wallace carried with him a unique perspective. He frequently stopped his Plymouth alongside the rough roads and waded into fields to talk with farmers. Most Mexicans depended on farming. The Mexican Revolution, a bloody struggle that had ended twenty years earlier, ousted a dictatorship and then seized land from a wealthy few and redistributed it among the poor. The new government slowly parceled out land to 1.7 million landless peasants in hopes that they could grow their own food. But land reform wasn’t enough.

Hunger and poverty were widespread by the time Wallace arrived. Little had been done to educate small farmers. Agricultural scientists were  scarce and most of the rural population illiterate. Mexican farms were yielding only one-third the corn and beans of U.S. farms, and even that productivity was slipping. The soils were depleted of nutrients and heavily eroded. Tractors were rare. Many farmers still did all their work with hand tools, limiting how much they could grow. While wheat farmers were among Mexico’s most sophisticated growers, their yields were just two-thirds that of U.S. farmers. Diseases often wiped out the wheat crop, forcing Mexico to import half of its needs.

The hunger situation seemed hopeless to most. But Wallace saw the solution: raise crop yields. If poor Mexican farmers could produce more from their land—and Wallace had admired their work ethic—they could feed themselves and then have something left over to sell for income. At the time, Wallace’s idea was radical. With U.S. farmers mired in the Depression and an expensive war on the horizon, there was little support in Washington for spending money to help somebody else’s poor farmers. Indeed, the obligation to fight hunger outside U.S. borders was just a fledgling concept pioneered by another Iowan, Herbert Hoover, before his stint in the White House. A wealthy mining engineer, Hoover organized private food-aid drives that fed millions of Europeans during World War I. It wasn’t until after the second global conflagration that the U.S. government would see the diplomatic value of food aid and development aid.

When Wallace moved into the office of vice president in 1941, he called upon the Rockefeller Foundation, which was fighting infectious diseases such as malaria and hookworm in many poor countries. Some of the foundation’s medical staff already were coming to the view that poor nutrition was eroding the health standards of poor countries.

Wallace asked Rockefeller Foundation President Raymond B. Fosdick to study how to increase Mexican harvests; Fosdick, in turn, dispatched a trio of experts to scour the countryside. By the summer of 1941, Harvard plant breeder Paul Mangelsdorf, Cornell agronomist Richard Bradfield, and University of Minnesota plant pathologist E. C. Stakman were picking their way across thousands of miles of Mexico in a green GMC Suburban Carryall station wagon.

Like Wallace, the professors were big believers in “scientific farming.” For the first time in history, farmers in the United States produced more crops without putting more land under the plow. Why not Mexico? they  wondered. Their report convinced the foundation to set up a joint research program with the Mexican government in 1943, to be christened the Office of Special Studies. A platoon of U.S. scientists was hired to run the program with the idea that they would eventually work themselves out of jobs by training Mexican scientists to do their work of breeding ever-higher-yielding varieties of corn, wheat, and beans.

Poor Mexican farmers couldn’t afford to buy hybrid corn seed each year, so Rockefeller scientists resorted to teaching them how to plant a few varieties of inbred seed—the precursor to hybrid seed—and allow them to cross-pollinate naturally. Although yields didn’t jump as dramatically as they could with hybrid plants, this so-called synthetic seed grew into corn plants that produced a tenth to a quarter more corn than the best varieties around. What’s more, farmers could continue their practice of saving kernels from their highest-yielding plants as seed for the next season.

What interested Professor Stakman was Mexico’s second-biggest crop: wheat. Stakman, who spoke fluent Spanish, was an expert on the fungal disease called stem rust, which was turning Mexico’s golden wheat fields into a gray tangle of dead plants. The epidemics erupted so frequently that many Mexican farmers stopped growing wheat, an important source of protein in a country where meat was often hard to come by.

Stakman had battled the rust blight ever since he was a young high school teacher, when he traveled by horse and buggy across the Great Plains studying outbreaks. In Mexico, he had the disease in his sights, and he drafted two protégés from the University of Minnesota to lead the assault. J. George “Dutch” Harrar took charge of the Mexico mission and would later become president of the Rockefeller Foundation. The second hire was a young man fresh out of college by the name of Norman Borlaug.

 



The working conditions in Mexico were far more primitive than anything Borlaug had encountered as a researcher in the United States. Because of the war, supplies of everything from farm equipment to gasoline were tight.

The only way Borlaug could stop the rust epidemics was to scour the world for wheat plants with natural immunity and breed the trait into his Mexican crop. It meant growing hundreds of different varieties of wheat in rust-infested areas and then waiting to see if any didn’t get sick from the  windblown fungal spores. When he found survivors, Borlaug bred them for living in the Mexican environment.

Creating a variety of wheat was a tedious process. Bending over in fields baked by a relentless Mexican sun, Borlaug worked with surgical precision to bring together the parents of his choosing. Using tweezers, he emasculated one parent by removing its stamen—the male part of a young flower—and then deftly applied the pollen he had collected from the other parent to the pistil, or ovary. He put a bag over the flower to block any other source of pollen.

Then he waited, and waited, for nature to take its course. Months passed. Borlaug harvested the seed. More months passed before the next growing season arrived. Borlaug planted the seed. More often than not, the results weren’t satisfactory and another match had to be tried. Finding a resistant strain for Mexico could easily take a decade.

Borlaug wasn’t that patient. The rust organism mutated so quickly that the one-crop-a-year process would never allow him to catch up with it and stay ahead with new strains. Then he heard a farmer talking about the Yaquí Valley in Mexico’s Pacific Northwest, where the wheat was planted in October and harvested in the spring—the opposite cycle from Mexico’s main wheat-growing belt in the central highlands. Borlaug booked a seat on a trimotor plane for the two-day, 2,000-kilometer flight to Ciudad Obregón, roughly 800 miles away. Once he arrived, he hitchhiked through the valley, visiting farms and prospecting for wheat seeds.

Borlaug’s idea: shorten the time to create varieties by shuttling newly harvested seed between the Yaquí Valley and his experimental plots near Mexico City. That effectively squeezed two growing seasons out of one year. The idea challenged the conventional wisdom of plant breeders, who had long believed that crops had to be bred where farmers would raise them. Many crops are very sensitive to their surroundings, which limits where they can grow.

Harrar, Borlaug’s boss, repeatedly rejected his idea. Harrar worried that shuttle breeding would exhaust the project’s scarce resources. Breeding wheat in two places year-round would double Borlaug’s expenses and separate his staff from their families in Mexico City for months at a time. If Borlaug’s unconventional idea proved wrong, his venture would squander the time that could have been spent breeding plants the conventional way.  It took the intervention of their common mentor, Professor Stakman, to settle the fight. Borlaug got what he wanted, but the pressure to succeed consequently grew heavier.

When Borlaug returned to the Yaquí Valley, his bare-bones budget relegated him to a government-owned experiment station that had fallen into disrepair. He cooked beans over an outdoor stove and kept a double-barrel shotgun nearby to bag ducks and scare off any bandits. At night he slept on the second floor of the grain storehouse to avoid rats.

At first the farmers didn’t know what to think of the American who had dropped into their midst. Borlaug looked as if he had stepped out of a Grant Wood painting: square jaw, broad shoulders, blue eyes. The little Spanish he spoke was pronounced with the Norwegian accent of his parents back in Iowa. He had less equipment than the neighboring farmers he was there to help. But his childhood on an Iowa farm had prepared him to work as hard as they did. He borrowed a mule-drawn plow to prepare the plots and harvested his first experimental wheat with a sickle. Soon curious neighbors invited Borlaug to dinner and Sunday bullfights.

Rodolfo Elías Calles, a local boy captivated by this foreigner, was impressed with how Borlaug devoured a thick steak for supper and that he challenged men to wrestling matches. “Farmers liked him. He was a big man but he talked to farmers directly,” Calles remembered. “He was sincere and simple, and that was amazing to us.”

Borlaug dictated a frantic pace for himself and his assistants. After planting in the Yaquí Valley in November, they walked miles of wheat rows looking for plants that seemed impervious to rust. During the flowering season, they were stooped over in the fields crossbreeding the healthiest plants. Borlaug helped harvest the plumpest grain in April, which he then carried south by truck over rough roads to his test plots in Toluca, near Mexico City, for planting in early May.

Borlaug’s impatience was at times a ticket to trouble, imperiling his entire endeavor. In 1948, he was driving a truck full of supplies and seed for a new growing season in the Yaquí Valley. A flood had knocked out a bridge in the Copper Canyon system, which is nearly as rugged as the Grand Canyon. A makeshift raft was attached to a cable strung across the river, but the operator had quit for the weekend. When Borlaug learned that a truck successfully forded the river earlier in the day, he tried his luck.  He didn’t realize that the river was rising until he drove into it. Soon the water was over the driver’s seat, forcing Borlaug to swim to safety. He hiked back to where he had passed a road construction crew, which helped him pull the truck out of the muck. Luckily, his supplies and precious seed had stayed dry. “If I had lost the truck,” Borlaug later recalled, “I figured Harrar could fire me.”

In just four years, Borlaug’s frenetic shuttle breeding began to pay off. Using wheat lines from four countries, he generated his first rust-resistant plants. Many scientists would have declared success at that point and left it to others to worry about getting his inventions into the hands of farmers. But Borlaug realized that in a poor country, it was up to him to get enough farmers interested in his seeds so that government officials and entrepreneurs would take notice. He prepared demonstration plots and served free beer and barbecued beef.

One of the first farmers to try Borlaug’s new seeds was Calles’s father, Don Rodolfo Elías Calles, a former Sonora governor and son of former Mexican President Plutarco Elías Calles. He planted some of Borlaug’s first rust-resistant wheat varieties. His farm yield climbed so rapidly that neighbors quickly followed suit, as did their neighbors. Borlaug’s wheat swept across Mexico. Unlike with hybrid corn, farmers could save seeds from the best of their wheat harvest and plant them the next year to get the same results. By 1951, about 70 percent of Mexico’s wheat came from Borlaug, who was hailed by some farmers as “Super Sabio”: Super Sage.

The high-yielding plants sucked so much out of the soil that fields had to be replenished with plenty of water and synthetic fertilizer. But farmers were able to produce far more grain from their land than ever thought possible, ending Mexico’s dependence on foreign wheat at the time and igniting an economic boom in the region.

Several new forms of rust battered Mexico throughout the early 1950s. Each time, shuttle breeding allowed Borlaug and his fellow researchers to find resistant plants quickly, and ramp up production of new seed for farmers. As a result, Mexico’s wheat shortage ended by the mid-1950s. And as the Yaquí Valley’s production grew, so did the political power of its farmers. The Mexican government built roads and irrigation projects.

Mexico’s wheat farms soon became so productive that Borlaug faced a new problem. With bigger crops, many farmers could afford to buy synthetic  fertilizer for the first time, boosting their harvests even more. Mexico’s wheat fields became so heavy with grain that the plants had to be redesigned so they wouldn’t topple over. Borlaug solved that problem by using a dwarf Japanese variety to develop a shorter, sturdier plant. By 1960, the wheat farmers of the Yaquí Valley were reaping fifty to seventy-five bushels an acre, compared to about eleven bushels an acre when Borlaug first arrived.

Borlaug’s unorthodox way of breeding wheat changed his creations in ways he didn’t foresee. Wheat, like many plants, is sensitive to seasonal changes in day length. The amount of time between dawn and dusk is a signal to start certain biological changes. Spinach, for example, can’t be bred near the equator because the days there are never long enough to initiate the internal sequence that leads to flowering. U.S.-grown spring wheat was hard to transplant to Mexico because it needed the lengthy daylight of the northern summer to trigger the ripening process. Photoperiodism was a big reason crop breeders believed that they had to do their work in the places where the crops were meant to grow.

Borlaug’s wheat varieties, however, were the offspring of parents selected for their ability to thrive in two very different environments. In the Yaquí Valley, which is near sea level, the crops depended on irrigation during the growing season, which started as the days grew progressively shorter. In the Toluca Valley far to the south, the wheat fields were about 2,500 meters above sea level and relied on rainfall. There, planting began in the spring, as the days lengthened.

The constant commuting desensitized Borlaug’s wheat plants to daylight, making them easy to plant across Mexico—and the world. “We did shuttle breeding to cut the time in half,” Borlaug noted years later. “But what we discovered is that it made crops more flexible.”

By 1960, much of the developing world seemed destined for starvation. The European powers had neglected investments in their colonies’ food production, and the populations of newly independent countries were growing at historic rates. Then back-to-back droughts struck parts of Asia. The United States shipped one-fifth of its entire wheat crop to India to stave off mass hunger. It seemed that humans were outstripping the earth’s capacity to produce enough food to feed everyone. Stanford University biologist Paul R. Ehrlich helped stir a doomsday panic with his predictions of mass starvation in his book The Population Bomb.

 



Borlaug’s wheat came to the rescue. His unorthodox breeding methods had created a plant capable of flourishing quickly in strange lands—a trait that surprised many plant scientists, and saved Asia many years of looking for a solution. India and Pakistan bought tens of thousands of tons of seed from the farmers in the Yaquí Valley.

In India, where the population was growing by 10 million annually, farm fields were producing roughly one-third to one-half the yields of developed countries. That meant most of its labor force was tied up trying to grow food, preventing its economy from modernizing. At the time, by comparison, only about 10 percent of the U.S. population lived on the farm.

Applying lessons learned in the Yaquí Valley, Borlaug and his fellow researchers used demonstration plots to show poor Indian farmers what they could accomplish on their own land with the Mexican wheat. Farmers clamored for his Mexican seeds after seeing chemically fertilized plots produce five times as much grain as the same amount of land using traditional seeds and old methods.

Borlaug’s seeds made him a celebrity in Asia, which he exploited to grab newspaper headlines in order to cajole government officials into helping farmers get fertilizer, credit, and subsidies. He warned political leaders of a public backlash if they didn’t encourage construction of fertilizer factories and guarantee profitable prices for growers. It was unusual for an American scientist to play such a role in the domestic affairs of Asian countries, but Borlaug had powerful people in his corner: American President Lyndon Johnson threatened to withhold food aid from India unless New Delhi adopted farmer-friendly policies.

In short order, Prime Minister Indira Gandhi ripped up a flower bed in front of her residence and planted Borlaug’s wheat. Her government replaced price limits on grain with price supports, and it called for a proliferation of fertilizer factories. Donors ranging from the governments of the United States and Europe to private philanthropies and humanitarian organizations poured money into building irrigation networks, constructing  roads for bringing crops to market, and sending educators into the fields to teach modern farming techniques.

India’s wheat harvest doubled in just four years. Schools temporarily closed so the buildings could be used to store it all. By the mid-1970s, India was growing enough grain both to be self-sufficient in feeding its own people and to build vast national reserves. The growth of Pakistan’s farm sector wasn’t as smooth, but it eventually became a wheat producer equal in size to Canada. The threat of famine in both countries retreated. Borlaug’s wheat soon spread to Turkey, Afghanistan, Tunisia, Morocco, Lebanon, and Iraq, and then sprouted in China and elsewhere in Asia. Mexican seeds and their descendants were planted on tens of millions of acres around the world.

Asia’s agricultural revolution was stunning: Cereal production between 1970 and 1995 grew far faster than the region’s population. In addition to pushing back the food shortages, the Green Revolution gave hundreds of millions of poor farmers extra crops to sell for money to pay for education, medicine, and a better life. In India, the remarkable jump in agricultural productivity raised farm incomes enough to help slash the rural poverty rate from 64 percent in 1967 to 34 percent in 1986, according to the World Bank. The real—that is, inflation-adjusted—price of farm commodities sank steadily, making food more affordable to the poor.

 



Everybody, it seemed, wanted to get in on the Green Revolution. Encouraged by Borlaug’s success with wheat, the Rockefeller and Ford foundations had established a small laboratory in the Philippines in 1960 to try to make similar improvements to rice, Asia’s most important crop. The first breakthrough was a fast-maturing, high-yielding variety called IR8. Because Asia’s diet hinged on rice and wheat, scientists working on just these two crops were able to save untold millions of people from starvation.

So many donors wanted to fund Green Revolution-style research that the World Bank and its prime backers in the United States and Europe created a new science organization, which inherited the work started by the foundations. The Consultative Group on International Agricultural Research (CGIAR) spawned more than a dozen centers around the world to specialize in everything from agroforestry to fish. A trickle of money for research became a torrent.

Borlaug, though, was happiest in his fields, far away from the hubbub. That’s where he was on October 20, 1970, working with a handful of young scientists in his muddy Toluca test plots, collecting seeds for the trip north to the Yaquí Valley nursery. Out of nowhere, his wife appeared, as excited as he had ever seen her. Margaret had driven from Mexico City over rugged roads to deliver big news. The phone at home, she said, was ringing with callers wanting to congratulate the newest Nobel Peace Prize laureate.

Her husband thought it was a joke, someone playing a trick on him. He was just a breeder, after all, not a statesman. “No. No. That can’t be,” he told his wife. “Someone’s pulling your leg.” He turned and hurried back to the harvest. Thousands of plants needed his close attention.

Then a pickup truck ferrying local reporters appeared on the horizon. This was no joke. A solitary, stubborn, impatient, brilliant scientist was about to become an international hero, and an example of what an individual can accomplish in the quest to end hunger.
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The optimism that famine would soon be consigned to the history books lifted Norman Borlaug from his test fields in Mexico onto the stage of the University of Oslo auditorium on December 10, 1970. There was no Nobel Prize for agricultural science. But the Nobel committee of the Norwegian Parliament deemed a crop breeder worthy of the Peace Prize for defusing an ancient scourge of mankind.

“The world has been oscillating between fears of two catastrophes: the population explosion and the atom bomb. Both pose a mortal threat,” said Aase Lionaes, the head of the Nobel Committee, in presenting the award. “In this intolerable situation, with the menace of doomsday hanging over us, Dr. Borlaug comes onto the stage and cuts the Gordian knot. He has given us a well-founded hope, an alternative of peace and of life—the Green Revolution.”

What Borlaug had done, in addition to rescuing millions of people from hunger, was to give politicians, social planners, and economists a few more decades to defuse the population crisis. In what ranked as one of the greatest technological achievements of the twentieth century, per capita food supplies grew even as the population expanded. Borlaug, said Lionaes, had “turned pessimism into optimism in the dramatic race between population  explosion and our production of food.” She exhorted the world to follow his lead and, above all, to adopt his urgency: “Dr. Borlaug cannot afford to wait. There is an important cause weighing on his mind, something that must be carried out and must be carried out now.”

Winning the world’s most prestigious honor changed Borlaug and the way he regarded his work. The sunburned scientist who felt most at home kneeling beside his plants in muddy boots and jotting down the details of their intimate lives in his notebooks became a celebrated humanitarian. The recognition stole time from his research; his biggest discoveries were behind him, and he would grumble plenty about it. But he now had a bigger job: rattling the world’s conscience. If famine and hunger were to be conquered, it was up to him to inspire, outrage, shame—anything so the world wouldn’t squander the promise of his Green Revolution.

“The obligations imposed by the honor are far greater than the honor itself,” Borlaug observed in his brief acceptance speech after receiving the Peace Prize, “for the Green Revolution has not yet been won. . . . It is true that the tide of the battle against hunger has changed for the better during the past three years. But tides have a way of flowing and then ebbing again. We may be at high tide now, but ebb tide could soon set in if we become complacent and relax our efforts.”

The very next day, delivering the Nobel lecture, Borlaug talked about his purpose in life in a new way. He was accustomed to giving science lectures, and he had always approached his work with an entrepreneurial zeal. He measured success by breeding rates, yields, how many farmers adopted his methods. On December 11, 1970, he revealed a spiritual and emotional side of himself that had been forming during his years working with poor farmers.

The world’s powers, he insisted, had a moral duty to support the Green Revolution and to recognize a universal right to food. A person who is starving has lost everything. Without nourishment, there is no life. Without food for all, there can be no justice and all other rights are meaningless. “Food,” Borlaug argued, “is the moral right of all who are born into this world.”

That was the cornerstone of his philosophy: Do what is best for the hungry, be it giving poor farmers the tools to feed themselves or building an international grain reserve for lean times. Whatever problems that would  come of such efforts would be problems of abundance, which he argued were better than problems caused by shortage. His success—civilization’s success—should now be measured by how many people were moved out of hunger and poverty. “The underprivileged billions in the forgotten world” deserved a universal Green Revolution, he said. “Hunger has been a constant companion, and starvation has all too often lurked in the nearby shadows.”

As a scientist, Borlaug avoided taking sides politically. He couldn’t be seen as an advocate for American interests or of favoring one party within a developing country over another. His work required the cooperation of leaders of all sorts of political persuasions. In Oslo, he invoked a higher power.

Raised in the Lutheran Church, Borlaug let the Scriptures speak for him for the first time. He cited Genesis, and the Old Testament prophets Isaiah, Amos, and Joel, and the Lord’s Prayer: “Give us this day our daily bread.”

He issued a prophesy of his own. His and future generations would be judged harshly if they squandered the opportunity that the Green Revolution presented. “We will be guilty of criminal negligence, without extenuation, if we permit future famines,” Borlaug warned. “Humanity cannot tolerate that guilt.”

 



Although Borlaug’s fame was greater overseas than at home, soaring food prices in America began boosting his efforts to draw attention to the hungry. At the beginning of the decade, officials in Washington were wringing their hands over what to do with a price-depressing mountain of surplus crops. But Washington abruptly shifted fears when the Soviet Union, attempting to compensate for the staggering inefficiencies of centrally planned farming, quietly began buying massive amounts of grain from around the world. Moscow cleverly took advantage of a U.S. export-subsidy program in 1972 to acquire roughly one-third of the entire U.S. wheat crop. The press dubbed the shopping spree the “Great Grain Robbery.” The Nixon White House didn’t comprehend the implications of the Soviet purchases. Only later would the U.S. government force secretive U.S. grain exporters to disclose more about their deals to move American food overseas.

Suddenly, what had been going on for years in the poorest recesses of the world hit home, and that finally made it a crisis for many Americans who had barely paid attention to the work of the latest home-grown Nobel Peace laureate. The price of wheat tripled in the twelve-month period ending in August 1973. Prices of corn and soybeans, meanwhile, more than doubled, greatly increasing the costs of fattening cattle, hogs, and chickens.

The commodity-price shock rippled through the aisles of American grocery stores. The Consumer Price Index for food soared 14.5 percent in 1973. By some estimates, the Soviet purchases directly increased the food bill of American consumers by $2 billion in a single year. U.S. food prices climbed another 14.3 percent in 1974.

The food-price hikes hit at the same time as the 1973 Arab oil embargo forced gasoline prices higher. Many American households were forced to economize. Fights over food broke out in supermarket aisles. Panic hoarding proliferated. The federal government applied haphazard price controls. Soybean supplies shrank so low that the White House imposed an export embargo.

Many of the same forces were rattling European governments and consumers. Grain and oil prices were climbing in Europe as well. With memories of food shortages during World War II still sharp, the European Economic Community also sought to limit its wheat exports in an effort to husband supplies and protect its farmers.

A bushel of gloomy pundits captivated consumers around the world by retracing the views of British economist Thomas Robert Malthus, whose 1798 publication An Essay on the Principle of Population helped to earn the field of economics the moniker “the dismal science.” He famously argued that the human race was condemned to live in the shadow of famine because it reproduces far faster than it can eke more food from the earth.

On that point, Malthus was wrong, of course. He underestimated the potential for agricultural productivity and didn’t understand that people tend to have fewer children when their economic circumstances improve. But 175 years later, Malthusian gloom once again spread. Hollywood capitalized on that sentiment with the 1973 release of the Charlton Heston sci-fi movie Soylent Green, in which an overpopulated city depends on a gigantic corporation for food wafers. The secret ingredient: corpses.

While some argued that there wasn’t enough food for everybody, others focused on sharing. Schoolchildren in America and Canada went door-to-door at Halloween collecting coins in little orange boxes for UNICEF, reaping millions of dollars for hungry kids overseas. Trick-or-treating for UNICEF, which grew from humble beginnings in the 1950s, became an icon of North American childhood. In Western Europe, as prosperity returned after the devastation of the postwar years, churches and social groups assumed greater responsibility for nourishing people in Africa, where poverty pricked the former colonial consciences. Caritas International chapters flourished across Europe following the Second Vatican Council and the Pope’s encyclical calling for a greater focus on development and social justice. Children in Ireland canvassed neighborhoods and shopping areas for donations to the national humanitarian agency Concern; families in Britain fasted and donated their food savings to the Catholic Fund for Overseas Development. On the Continent—in Germany, Austria, Switzerland, and other countries—television and radio documentaries of poverty and famine in the developing world often spawned nationwide money-raising appeals. The Washington-based World Bank, the main financier of development projects in poor nations, capitalized on this greater grassroots attention to the food needs of the developing world to rally a surge in agricultural investment by its backers in the United States, Europe, and Japan; it also nurtured the expansion of the first international network of research stations aimed at helping the world’s poorest farmers.

In the United States, a new wave of political activism emerged. Working from a Lutheran church on the Lower East Side of Manhattan, Pastor Arthur Simon founded the Christian citizens’ group Bread for the World to lobby politicians to end hunger. Bread’s first appeal in May 1974 drew thousands of eager volunteers who readily forked over the ten-dollar membership fee; it became a Christian force on the American political scene, inspired by the call of Jesus to feed the hungry. “We were all giving some money in the collection plate,” Pastor Simon said, “but nothing was being done to challenge Christians to see what they could do to bring love and justice to others through political action.” Within a year, Bread’s foot soldiers had convinced Congress to adopt the Right to Food resolution.

It was, as Borlaug noted in Oslo, high tide in the fight against hunger. Such a level of interest in feeding the hungry hadn’t been seen since the  end of World War II, when the United States and its Allies were brimming with bold ideas for rebuilding Europe as well as attacking the sources of human misery that fuel conflict and undermine democracy.

The idea of food as an essential human right was popularized at a World Food Conference in Rome in November 1974, convened by the United Nations at the prodding of U.S. Secretary of State Henry Kissinger. There, delegates from 135 nations decreed that “every man, woman and child has the inalienable right to be free from hunger and malnutrition.” Striking an optimistic tone, the delegates concluded that political will was all that stood in the way of achieving this goal. Civilization already possessed the resources and technology to end hunger; there could be enough for everybody. Norman Borlaug had illuminated the way. The conference’s biggest accomplishment was creating a UN agency, the International Fund for Agricultural Development, to funnel some of the windfall profits racked up by Arab oil powers into rural farming projects in developing countries. The Rome conference even inspired Werner Erhard, the New Age creator of the human-potential program called est, to establish the Hunger Project to rally attention for ending famine.

Famously, Kissinger declared in Rome that within a decade no child should go to bed hungry. Several of the attending nations did indeed commit themselves to donating more grain for feeding the hungry. But despite Kissinger’s grand pronouncement, the Ford administration wasn’t one of them. The volume of U.S. aid shipments had shrunk dramatically due to soaring grain costs, and much of what was still in the pipeline went to a few politically sensitive customers, such as South Vietnam.
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