
THE GLOBAL FOOD GAP
One of the remarkable achievements of the 20th century was the near tripling of the world grain harvest between 1950 and 1996, an achievement that not only fed people throughout the world but allowed their numbers to grow.  Environmental trends now threaten that achievement, making it much harder for farmers to feed the Earth's increasing population.  A frightening gap between consumption and production has developed.  Falling grain stocks and rising grain prices may signal a new era in the world food economy, one dominated not by surpluses but by scarcity.  If stocks fall farther, as is likely, dropping far lower than at any time in modern history, the world will move into uncharted territory.

Lester Brown, President of the Earth Policy Institute (www.earth-policy.org) and author of Plan B: Rescuing a Planet Under Stress and a Civilization in Trouble, summarizes this challenge in Heifer International's journal, WorldArk, January/February 2005.  
World grain production did not increase during the seven years following 1996.  Harvest shortfalls of 89 million tons in 2002 and 94 million tons in 2003 are the largest on record.  World grain reserves have dropped to the lowest level in 30 years.  China may soon need to import 50 million tons of grain a year, which could overload world grain markets and greatly increase prices.

70% of world water use is for irrigation.  As world food consumption has nearly tripled, so too has the use of water for irrigation.  As a result, the world is incurring a vast water deficit, but because this takes the form of aquifer over-pumping and falling water tables, it is nearly invisible.
World population growth has slowed from 2% to 1.2%, but about 76 million people are added each year.  The U.N. projects an increase of 3 billion people beyond the current total of 6.4 billion by the year 2050.  Several billion want to move up the food chain and consume more grain-fed livestock products.

The U.S. Department of Agriculture estimates that each 1 degree Celsius rise in temperature results in a 10%  drop in the yields of wheat, rice, and corn.  The Earth's average temperature has climbed by 0.6 degrees Celsius during the last 3 decades, and it is expected to rise a further 1.4 to 5 degrees during this century.

Brown identifies 4 essential steps to overcome the global food gap: stabilize population (ensure that women have access to family planning and education, eradicate poverty that leads to high infant mortality and large families), raise water productivity (technologies such as drip and low-pressure sprinkler irrigation), protect cropland (reduce erosion, over-plowing and overgrazing, retain croplands and stop building auto-centered transport systems), and stabilize climate (restructure the world energy economy, shifting from fossil fuels to renewable energy).

1.  What will be the likely outcome of this prognosis for the world's poor?
2.  What can concerned people in the wealthy countries do about this situation?.  
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