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Should food producton be doubled 
to feed the world?

Ncolas Brcas and Érc Malézeux

e strategies of the dierent actors involved in international debates have led to 
a shi in the concept of food security. In the wake of the 2008 food price crisis, 
the renewed drive to take a technological quantum leap forward to double food 
production by 2050 has hindered reection and discussions on this concept.

e term ‘food securty’ was coned n 1943 at the Hot Springs Conference n 
Vrgna, whch two years later led to the creaton of the Food and Agrculture 
Organzaton of the Unted Natons (FAO). But the term dd not truly become 
wdespread untl the World Food Conference n Rome n 1974 organzed by the 
UN Economc and Socal Councl. e denton endorsed by consensus at ths 
summt essentally sought to strke a balance between supply and demand. For 
any country, food securty conssts of the ‘avalablty at all tmes of adequate, 
nourshng, dverse, balanced and moderate world food supples of basc foodstus 
to sustan a steady expanson of food consumpton and to oset uctuatons n 
producton and prces’.

Food nsecurty s prmarly an ssue of access

s denton, whch places emphass on the avalablty of food, should be 
restuated wthn the poltcal and economc context of ts tme. Untl the late 
1970s, food supples were nsucent to meet the global populaton’s energy needs. 
ese supples were below the threshold of 2,500 klocalores per person per day 
(kcal/capta/d), consdered the mnmum average to ensure food securty for all. 
In 1974, food prces soared on nternatonal markets as a result of the ol crss 
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and several extreme clmate events (droughts, oods) that aected agrcultural 
producton n several regons around the world. e populaton growth rate 
contnued to clmb and the stablzaton of the global populaton stll seemed 
lke a dstant prospect. Malthusan fears of an exponental ncrease n the world 
populaton – and therefore n the food demand despte agrcultural producton 
stll growng lnearly – were thus hghly prevalent n debates on the subject.

To balance the equaton, t was therefore necessary ether to ncrease the 
food supply by boostng agrcultural producton whle reducng post-harvest 
losses or to curb the rse n demand by puttng strct lmts on brths – or both. 
Markets had to be regulated to mtgate the mpacts of uctuatons, partcularly 
by buldng up securty reserves. At an nsttutonal level, aer the FAO and the 
World Food Programme (WFP), Rome became home to a thrd nsttuton – 
the Internatonal Fund for Agrcultural Development (IFAD). s body, whch 
was founded n 1974, mplements projects geared towards ncreasng food 
producton n developng countres.

e 1980s heralded a major sh n the understandng of food securty. 
In 1982, Amartya Sen – future Nobel Prze wnner n economcs – publshed 
Poverty and Famines: An Essay on Entitlement and Deprivation. Based on an 
analyss of famnes n Bengal (Inda), Ethopa, the Sahel and Bangladesh, he 
demonstrated that food nsecurty s less a matter of food supply than of access. 
People suer from hunger because they do not have access to sucent food 
producton resources (land, nputs) or to food purchasng power. Amartya 
Sen thus dented poverty as the cause of food nsecurty. s explaned why 
some countres that were self-sucent or even beneted from a cereal surplus, 
such as Brazl and Inda, had not yet solved the hunger problem wthn ther 
own borders. In addton to strvng to produce enough, the challenge was thus 
to ensure that everyone had access to food producton and/or consumpton 
resources. s perspectve shed the focus from a purely agrcultural queston 
to one of land access, purchasng power and, therefore, poverty and nequalty.

As a result, a new denton of food securty emerged n 1986 n a report 
publshed by the World Bank – the remt of whch s speccally to combat 
poverty (World Bank, 1986). s denton was reterated and extended at the 
World Food Summt, whch reconvened n Rome n 1996. Food securty was 
dened as beng met ‘when all people, at all tmes, have physcal and economc 
access to sucent safe and nutrtous food that meets ther detary needs and 
food preferences for an actve and healthy lfe’. s denton clearly hghlghts 
the ssue of access and, of course, stll refers to food supply and ts regularty. 
It also ntroduces the dea of the health and nutrtonal qualty of food and ts 
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cultural acceptance. e World Bank denton thus ntroduced what would 
come to be known as the four pllars of food securty, namely avalablty, access, 
utlzaton and stablty.

An ntersectoral ssue

s denton agan reects the novel context of ts tme. By the early 1980s, the 
average global food supply calculated by the FAO had surpassed the 2,500 kcal/
capta/day threshold. ere were certanly stll many countres where ths 
threshold had not been reached, and undernourshment contnued to preval 
n parts of countres wth food surpluses, as was the case agan n Brazl and 
Inda. Moreover, ths new concepton of food securty proved compatble wth 
the economc lberalzaton that had begun n the 1980s. Snce the focus was 
now on beng able to access food, why should countres try to produce t locally 
f others could do so more cheaply? All countres could then benet from the 
lowest possble food prces.

s denton of food securty was, however, crtczed for overly focusng 
on techncal ssues (ncreasng access or avalablty, mprovng food qualty etc.) 
and for overlookng the poltcal dmenson of food. It made no reference to the 
power dynamcs between countres or to the nuence and domnaton of certan 
countres and prvate actors. e denton also faled to address the rsks of 
economc and therefore poltcal dependence assocated wth ncreased relance 
on the nternatonal market. In 1980, many Afrcan countres came together to 
dra the so-called Lagos Plan of Acton, opposng pressure to lberalze  ther 
markets. s plan asserted these countres’ desre for greater food self-
sucency and the freedom to pursue ther own development outsde the lberal 
framework advocated by the World Bank and the Internatonal Monetary Fund 
(IMF). s poston was later defended by the nternatonal farmers’ movement 
Va Campesna at the 1996 World Food Summt. e movement promoted the 
concept of food soveregnty, whch t dened as ‘peoples’, countres’ or state 
unons’ rght to dene ther agrcultural and food polcy, wthout any dumpng 
vs-à-vs thrd countres’.

ese statements of refusal to bow to lberal dogma dd not prevent the 
sgnng of nternatonal trade lberalzaton agreements (General Agreement on 
Tars and Trade, GATT) at the Marrakech Conference n 1994, whch set the 
stage for the creaton of the World Trade Organzaton. It s worth notng that 
global food markets had been relatvely stable snce the prce surge of 1974. Over 
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the years, many countres turned to these markets as a way of securng ther food 
supples to supplement ther oen nadequate domestc producton. Many of 
them thus began to reduce ther support for the agrcultural sector, encouraged 
by donor organzatons that were ncreasngly turnng ther attenton to the 
socal, educatonal and health sectors at the expense of agrculture.

Vewng the ssue of food securty prmarly as a matter of access shed the 
focus of acton and explans the ncreased nvolvement of nternatonal nsttutons 
such as the World Bank, whch were no longer devoted solely to agrcultural 
producton but nstead to economc development and combatng poverty 
more broadly. e FAO and other agrcultural nsttutons could no longer 
clam food securty as ther exclusve remt. It was becomng a cross-sectoral 
ssue nvolvng agrculture, health, economc development, trade and so on. 
Nevertheless,  n practce, food securty polces at the natonal level generally 
remaned the preserve of agrculture mnstres. Food securty was stll largely 
measured and montored n terms of food balances, partcularly cereal balances – 
each year, countres would calculate whether food producton and mports would 
be sucent to feed ther people.

At best, n stuatons where the management of food ad became a sgncant 
concern, food securty commssons would be set up. However, these commssons 
seldom mustered sucent poltcal clout to be able to provde cross-sectoral 
coordnaton. Brazl s a noteworthy excepton. Under the mpetus of Presdent 
Lula da Slva and nspred by the experence of the cty of Belo Horzonte snce 
1993, the country developed an ambtous polcy to eradcate hunger – the so-
called Fome Zero project, based on ntersectoral coordnaton (Chapter 22). 
Food securty councls were set up at both regonal and natonal level, brngng 
together publc polcy representatves from agrculture, labour, trade, educaton, 
health and other sectors as well as cvl socety representatves.

e 2008 global food prce crss and the return 
of a productonst vson

By the early 2000s, the overall context had changed consderably compared wth 
the 1970s and 1980s. Aer a long thrty-year perod of stable, low agrcultural 
prces, far fewer countres suered from chronc food dects, such that food 
nsecurty was prmarly vewed as a poverty ssue.

Food surpluses and stocks gradually dwndled as a result of market lberalzaton. 
In 2007–8, ths declne n stocks was exacerbated by several  extreme clmate 



Should food production be doubled to feed the world? 143

events, combned wth occasonal slowdowns n the contnuous producton-
growth trend and a rapd rse n demand for cereals and ols to produce bofuel. 
e global balance of supply and demand was once agan thrown o klter, causng 
prces to rse. s ncrease was further fuelled by speculaton on agrcultural 
futures markets and export restrctons mposed by some countres. e crss 
aected net food-mportng countres and – despte polcy eorts to curb prce 
rses on domestc markets – ht the most vulnerable people hardest, partcularly 
n urban areas. s food prce crss was one of the factors that sparked the so-
called hunger rots n around thrty ctes worldwde, rasng fears of nternatonal 
nstablty.

s fear ntally galvanzed the nternatonal communty and contrbuted to 
puttng food securty and nutrton back on the poltcal agenda. In June 2008, 
the FAO convened a major conference n Rome, followed by a seres of global 
and regonal ntatves. e nternatonal communty agreed on the common 
objectve of doublng agrcultural producton, so as to be able to feed the nne 
bllon people expected to be lvng on the planet by 2050. e conference’s 
conclusons echoed ths objectve. s may not have solved the food crss at 
hand, but t dd rmly put agrculture back n the spotlght. e declaraton 
called for ‘mmedate support for agrcultural producton and trade’ and, over 
the longer term, nvestment n food producton.

e 2007–8 crss thus heralded the return of a productonst vson1 of food 
securty, narrowly focused on the balance between supply and demand (Brcas and 
Davron, 2008). A growng number of forecasts assessed the lkelhood of achevng 
ths balance n the future based on a range of assumptons regardng populaton 
growth, ncreased purchasng power, urbanzaton and changes n agrcultural 
land use and yelds. at beng sad, new forecasts relatng to clmate change 
dramatcally altered the outlook. Scenaros based on smulatons by clmatologsts 
ntroduced another major constrant. Although the ndngs dered dependng 
on the hypotheses chosen, many forecasts agreed. ose of the Internatonal Food 
Polcy Research Insttute (von Braun et al., 2005), the Insttute of Socal Ecology n 
Venna (Erb et al., 2009), the French Agrcultural Research Centre for Internatonal 
Development (CIRAD), the French Natonal Research Insttute for Agrculture, 
Food and Envronment (INRAE) (Pallard et al., 2010), the FAO (2018a) and the 
World Resources Insttute (Searchnger et al., 2018) hghlghted the need to reform 
both the prevalng modes of producton to take envronmental ssues nto account 

1 Productonsm can be understood as a ‘phlosophy that emerges when producton s taken to be the 
sole norm for evaluatng agrculture’ (omson, 1995).
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and consumpton practces – partcularly by reducng waste and overconsumpton 
of anmal products to allevate pressure on demand (Even and Lasney, 2011).

e call to double (and now ncrease by 70 per cent) food producton by 2050 
has been echoed by many agrcultural players. Seed companes sellng GMOs 
and chemcal manufacturers supplyng fertlzers and pestcdes vew ths as a 
golden opportunty, despte beng wdely crtczed for ther negatve mpacts 
on the envronment (Foulleux et al., 2021). Agrcultural-exportng countres 
(France, Argentna, Ukrane, Australa, the Unted States etc.) are also vyng to 
consoldate ther postons on a compettve nternatonal market, armng ther 
role n feedng the world. Despte these stances, the stuaton n some parts of 
the world contnues to be problematc. Faced wth stll rapd populaton growth 
and the rsk of major waves of mgraton, the need to ncrease food producton 
s clear. s s partcularly evdent n Afrca, where more than a h of the 
populaton contnues to suer from hunger (FAO, 2018b).

Populaton growth projectons for 2050 reman especally hgh for sub-Saharan 
Afrca. e clmate change outlook further compounds the already alarmng 
prospects for the contnent (Lobell et al., 2008). e regons most heavly mpacted 
and where agrcultural producton wll be ht the hardest are oen home to the 
poorest and most vulnerable populatons. s area of Afrca, whch s hghly prone 
to food nsecurty, s where the gap between actual and potental crop yelds s 
wdest (Lcker et al., 2010). Increasng agrcultural productvty remans essental 
to mprove food securty and enable vulnerable farmng communtes to escape 
poverty. It s mportant to note, however, that the soluton to food nsecurty cannot 
smply rely on a technologcal strategy of ntensfyng agrcultural producton n 
the conventonal way usng chemcal nputs and mproved varetes. In the lght 
of past falures and proven envronmental mpacts, new ways of solvng the food 
equaton must be found. ese nclude novel bodversty-based agrcultural 
practces as well as new forms of organzaton of the food system that are more 
favourable to farmers. Recent gudelnes proposed by the Hgh Level Panel of 
Experts on Food Securty and Nutrton (HLPE, 2019) and stakeholder dscussons 
on nature-based solutons at the Unted Natons Food Systems Summt held n 
2021 may herald change n the way that future forms of support are devsed.

e shroud of productonsm

Most studes agree that global agrcultural bomass requrements for food and 
energy should ncrease by an estmated 50–70 per cent between 2010 and 2050. 



Should food production be doubled to feed the world? 145

e actual ncrease n these needs wll naturally depend on how detary practces 
evolve, partcularly n terms of the prevalence of meat consumpton. However, 
some actors argue that stressng the need to ncrease producton legtmzes 
the contnued development of the ndustral farmng technques whch, over 
the last century, enabled food supples to grow faster than the populaton n 
many parts of the world. It s not so much the absence of techncal progress 
that s holdng back producton n countres whch need to ncrease t. Instead, 
t s farmer poverty that hampers access to ths ‘techncal progress’ or the fact 
that these so-called techncal advances are not suted to the soco-cultural or 
envronmental characterstcs of ther farms. Less technology-orented solutons 
also exst, based on farmers’ knowledge and research, whch have proven ther 
eectveness but are stll naccessble to the poorest farmers: hybrd varetes, crop 
assocatons, bunds, ant-nsect nets and smlar farmng nnovatons (Aolder 
et al., 2012). One opton sometmes proposed s to target the wealthest farmers, 
who are n a poston to adopt these technques. Yet ths opton runs the rsk of 
margnalzng dsadvantaged farmers and acceleratng mllons of farmers’ ext 
from agrculture. er subsequent outmgraton could lead to a swell n urban 
populaton numbers, as was the case wth the Green Revoluton n Inda (Dorn 
and Landy, 2009).

Changes to agrculture therefore need to be managed n conjuncton wth 
demographc changes and the job market, rather than pursung a  futle 
technologcal leap forward. In countres that have yet to complete ther 
demographc transton, such as n sub-Saharan Afrca, agrculture wll contnue 
to be the man potental source of employment n the years to come (Losch, 2016). 
But these jobs are also the least attractve to young people. Makng them more 
appealng would requre mprovng lvng condtons n rural areas and ensurng 
greater farness n supply chans n order to ensure better ncomes for farmers. 
New sectors (such as organc farmng) could also be sources of nnovaton, 
oerng new opportuntes and boostng the employment chan all the way to 
consumers. In Afrca, gven that the people suerng from malnutrton are oen 
peasants, crop dverscaton and certan agroecologcal practces could – under 
the rght condtons – ncrease ncomes and mprove dets (drectly or ndrectly) 
(Bezner Kerr et al., 2021; Temple et al., 2022). e relatonshp between poverty, 
agrcultural producton and food securty s nevertheless complex, and there are 
stll many hurdles to overcome.

Productonsm has also relegated key envronmental ssues to the background. 
ere s a need not only to curb the negatve envronmental mpacts of ndustral 
agrculture but also to foster the postve eects of new forms of agrculture 
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stemmng from the agroecologcal transton: bodversty generaton, carbon 
sequestraton, landscape management and reslence to clmate change. Broadly 
speakng, ths s a matter of promotng new forms of agrculture that are 
conducve to healther ecosystems. Beyond food producton methods, ths also 
nvolves restorng all four functons that agrculture served untl the nneteenth 
century, producng food as well as energy, materals and fertlzers (Chapter 4). 
Gven the need to move away from fossl fuels for reasons pertanng to clmate 
change, the envronment (polluton) and resource depleton, agrculture can no 
longer be reduced to the supply of food. It must (once agan) be recognzed as 
a bo-economc ssue, that s, as a multfunctonal ssue that transcends food. 
e queston of bofuels recently sparked ths debate. Varous studes have 
hghlghted the competton between food and non-food uses of agrcultural 
bomass (Cornelssen et al., 2012; Erb et al., 2012). Most suggest that there s 
a potental rsk of conct between global food securty objectves and clmate 
change mtgaton targets. s perspectve thus echoes the queston rased by 
Malthus before the Industral Revoluton: how many people can agrculture feed 
f t has to produce food, energy, materals and fertlzers all at once?

Fnally, beyond the ssue of producton, the key queston of consumpton 
patterns s now emergng. e balance between supply and demand can only be 
acheved by adjustng both sdes of the equaton. Current consumpton patterns 
n rch countres cannot be replcated worldwde – several planets would be 
needed to satsfy ths appette. Moreover, these modes of consumpton must 
necessarly be challenged (wllngly or by force), or they rsk gvng rse to 
unmanageable socal nequalty. Changng consumpton patterns has largely 
been treated as a matter of consumer goodwll and choce, n connecton wth 
a quest to enhance ndvdual well-beng. Beyond nformaton and awareness 
campagns, publc polcy on ths ssue s stll scarce (Chapter 18). In terms 
of governance, the emphass on the producton sde of the supply–demand 
equaton nates the power of agrcultural export lobbes n addressng the 
food ssue whle mnmzng the weght of mpovershed food producers and 
consumers. Eaters themselves, especally the most dsadvantaged ones, are 
most oen conspcuously absent from debates on food securty. ese actors 
are slently bearng the brunt of food crses – wth a notable excepton n 2008, 
when they dd make ther voces heard through food rots. Whle cvl socety 
actors defendng the rght to food for all are ncreasngly well organzed, they 
stll have lttle poltcal clout compared to the powerful lobbes defendng the 
status quo.
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Concluson

Whle the food crses of 2008 and 2011 pushed the agrcultural sector back to the 
top of the nternatonal poltcal agenda for a few years, t has once agan been 
sdelned by other prortes. Envronmental and (more recently) health ssues 
have now taken centre stage. e goal of doublng food producton has not been 
forgotten, but the ssue has become more complex – rather than just strvng 
to feed the world populaton ‘globally’, the challenge s now to ensure food 
securty ‘locally’, n the most vulnerable areas and for the most dsadvantaged 
populatons. Agrculture oen remans the man source of lvelhood n these
crcumstances.

e concept of food systems oers new ways of addressng the complex 
relatonshps between producton and food, and t s central to questons of 
sustanable development. By artculatng the agrcultural sector together wth 
the processng, dstrbuton and consumpton sectors wthn the same ‘system’, 
t provdes fresh perspectves beyond the tradtonal frameworks of the supply–
demand equaton. Under ths umbrella, all these areas requre renewed attenton 
gven the envronmental and health ssues assocated wth them. But more needs 
to be done. Frst, agrculture should not be reduced to ts functon as a commodty 
producer – ts role (sometmes vtal n developng countres) n creatng jobs, 
mprovng rural people’s lvelhoods and protectng the envronment must also 
be taken nto account. Second, food should not be reduced to ts purely materal 
dmenson – eatng not only nourshes us but also weaves specal relatonshps 
wth ourselves, wth others and wth the bosphere.

s chapter largely draws on the followng publcatons: Brcas and Davron 
(2008), Brcas and Alpha (2018), Malézeux and Corbeels (2019), Malézeux 
and Dabbade (2019), and Foulleux et al. (2021).

e authors would lke to thank Damen Conaré, Mathlde Coudray and 
Mare Walser for proofreadng ths chapter and for ther suggested mprovements.
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