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Preface

Considering I was not raised on a farm and my academic interests until
quite recently have been in community-level development, I want to
explain how I came to write a book on global farming. My interest in
farmers is rooted in my five years in rural Bangladesh in the late 1980s and
early 1990s. Having just completed a graduate degree in economics, I was
convinced that development-to-overcome-poverty had not succeeded
and could not succeed without national and international support and
participation at the grassroots level. In Bangladesh I worked in Mennonite
Central Committee’s farming systems research program and then later
researched the efforts of nongovernmental development organizations
(NGOs) to create farm and non-farm employment and to build community
capacity.

During the 1980s and 1990s, NGO programmes were expanding
throughout the global South. As a result, they were gaining popular and
academic attention, both good and bad. In the early years attention
focused on pragmatic questions like program impact and sustainability.
More recently, the issues NGOs face have become more complex,
including accountability, division of labour between southern and north-
ern NGOs, policy advocacy, etc. Southern and northern NGOs and Civil
Society Organizations (CSOs)—a new category of organization, less
focused on programs and more focused on policy and political change—
have grown and had many successes. On the question of community
participation, many NGOs have made tremendous strides. Notions of
participation, gender equity, capacity building and social capital have been
not just embraced, but further developed by many NGOs.

Nevertheless, after years of community-focused programs that seek to
address poverty and build community capacity, global poverty and world
inequality has, by some counts, increased through the 1980s and 1990s.
What went wrong? Don’t misunderstand me. I am not blaming NGOs,
CSOs, community organizations and communities for persistent poverty
and inequality. I believe these micro-level efforts must continue to grow
and deepen if authentic development is to occur. However, for poverty
to be overcome macro-level policies and programs must operate in
concert with these local level processes. Otherwise, enhanced community
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capacity could be undermined by national and international change.
It was this relationship—the connection between local actions and

global actions—that created my interest in understanding more about
macro-level changes affecting farmers today. The opportunity to pursue
this question came in spring of 2001 as I was planning my sabbatical. Pat
Mooney of the Rural Advancement Foundation International (RAFI)
shared with me the idea for a research project examining social and
economic aspects of the world’s farmers. I jumped at the opportunity. The
research was completed during the 2001–2002 year. The writing was
finished up during 2002–2003.

Initially I thought the research might focus on the relationship
between farmers and NGOs and other civil society actors at the global level.
However, considering the wealth of information that RAFI, now ETC

Group, had accumulated on the CGIAR (the Consultative Group on
International Agricultural Research) system and biotechnology, it made
sense to focus part of the research on farmers and modern technology. My
background in economics added the interest in how farmers have fared in
national and international markets. The growth of agriculture transnational
corporations (TNCs) and the rise of intellectual property rights (IPRs) were
additional critical points to examine.

This book endeavours to critically examine how global processes,
namely markets and modern technology, have affected farmers over the
last 20–50 years. I believe that farmers, rural development and food
security are critically important. I hope that this book can raise awareness
about the critical need to support farmers so that they can support
themselves.

Jerry Buckland
Winnipeg, September 2003
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CHAPTER ONE

The Declining State
of the World’s Farmers

Farmers [unlike investors], however, can’t simply pull up stakes
and move their farms. Once they are hooked to the global
economy, they are easily victimised by an economic and techno-
logical juggernaut that destroys the smallest and most localised
enterprises. —Steven Gorelick1

Farmers produce a myriad of products that feed us, such as rice and wheat,
vegetables and lentils, livestock and poultry, and produce fibres that clothe
us, such as cotton and hemp. Moreover, farmers foster biological diversity
by breeding and reproducing varieties of crops and animals. Over time,
farmers have learned to select crop and livestock varieties that respond well
to local climates, soils and tastes. As a result, the biological diversity to
which they contribute enhances social and cultural resilience around the
world, particularly in southern nations of Africa, Asia and Latin America.
All in all, farmers and farm communities are vitally important to global
society and economy.

Yet farmers the world over are facing pressures that are eroding their
livelihoods and their capacity to provide these goods and services. Farm
erosion is manifested in excessive farm-to-city migration, dramatic rural
poverty levels and farm community decline. In industrial nations, farm
populations have dwindled from roughly one-quarter of the total popu-
lation in 1950 to 4 percent in 2000. In 1998, 75 percent of the world’s 1.2
billion people living below the “dollar-a-day” poverty line lived in the
rural South. Most of the poorest people in the world depend on farming,
fishing or pastoralism. In areas as diverse as rural Africa and western
Canada, farm communities are facing intense pressures that aggravate
household poverty.

Even as farm erosion has been occurring over the last twenty years, the
neoliberal policies have called for farm development through the market,
international trade and modern technology. This move towards a global
farm policy has had beneficial effects on some farmers. However, the farm
policy regime has also called for the reduction of state intervention that is
necessary for poor people. Moreover, powerful actors such as the US, the
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EU and transnational corporations have distorted markets, trade and
technology in their favour—and often at the expense of small farmers
around the world.

The Importance of Farmers
In a northern country like Canada it is easy to be ignorant of the
importance of farming and farmers to our daily lives. Some Canadians
think that our food originates from the supermarket, or perhaps from
California. Even in a southern nation like Bangladesh, where farming is
more central to the economy and society, it is relatively easy for those
living in the capital city Dhaka to forget about the reality of farmers outside
the city limits. In our fast-changing global economy, the status of farming
pales in comparison with that of the knowledge economy and, for that
matter, the factories of the industrial economy. The same can be said about
the products of these different economic sectors. Unprocessed food and
fibre are of little consequence to middle-income northern consumers in
comparison to electronics, automobiles and insurance plans. Yet farming
provides more essential goods and services than do industry and the
knowledge economy. To start with, farmers provide food, and their age-
old practices have fostered agricultural biological diversity. Starved knowl-
edge and industry workers could not produce knowledge and manufac-
tured goods. The same cannot be said about farmers: they can produce
goods and services, and they have been doing so since before the industrial
and post-industrial revolutions.

Today’s roughly 2.6 billion farmers are important for many reasons.
To begin with the most obvious, farmers produce food. Along with water
and air, food is a basic necessity of life, a need that all humans share. Unlike
water and air, food is produced, making farmers unique. Without farmers
we could not survive. Their harvest, to a greater or lesser extent, feeds the
remaining 3.4 billion of us non-farmers. This food is delivered to
consumers through various types of markets, mediated by state and
international organization policies. Although enough food is produced in
the world for all people to have an adequate diet, the reality is that many
people in the North have too much food while many more people in the
South do not have enough. In the North, where farmers are all but extinct,
food is so commonplace that one might say it is over-secure for many
people. In the South, where farmers still represent a sizeable proportion
of the total population, many people are food insecure. This imbalance is
the result not only of low production but also and more importantly
distribution problems.
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Food is the foundation of food
security—”access by all people at all
times to enough food for an active,
healthy life.”2  Only when sufficient
food is produced and fairly distributed
to keep everyone adequately nourished
can we say that food security has been
achieved. This simple definition un-
derstates a key problem of food insecu-
rity: inadequate access to food. It’s a
problem with many sources. One is
traditional biases in gender relations;
when, for instance, women are last to
eat the family meal, they may suffer
from poor nutrition. Another is the
distribution of power, in a village or
nation that is biased in favour of the
wealthy or urban-industrial sector, rural people may be disadvantaged. For
instance, an industrialist might have better access to bank credit than does
a small farmer. A third cause of food insecurity is the inefficient global
distribution of food. In the North, where there is grain production in
excess of the population’s nutritional requirements, part of the excess grain
is used to feed cattle. However, diets for many in the North involve too
much red meat and lead to overnutrition. In parts of the South, where
there is insufficient grain production to meet human need,there is
undernourishment, which can compromise one’s immune system and
lead to infection, further illness or death.

Food security is achieved when state policies, international rules,
market systems and community relations ensure sufficient food for all to
have a healthy life. It is an objective that assumes all people have a right
to safe and nutritious food. Indeed, the right to food is considered a
fundamental human right, a position reaffirmed by 185 states at the 1996
World Food Summit.3  At the 2002 World Food Summit the right-to-
food concept once again surfaced. Since then the concept of food sovereignty
has been developed. This concept builds on the right-to-food idea,
recommending and calling for greater autonomy for communities and
nations that seek food security.

Food is not the only product of farming. Farmers also produce a range
of other goods, among them fibrous plants such as cotton and jute, which
provide natural fibres for a variety of applications, including clothing and

Food is Fundamental
“Food is more than a commodity that is
bought and sold. It is more than the
nutrients that we consume. Foods meets
many kinds of human needs—cultural,
psychological and social among them.
It is the social good. ‘Food is a feeling;
it’s in the imagination; it binds people.
Food is the point of reference which
everyone can recognize and share.’
Lack of food is the ultimate exclusion.
When people don’t have food they are
excluded from what the rest of society
is doing regularly—eating.”
Source: John Madeley, 2000b, Hungry
for Trade: How the Poor Pay for Free
Trade, Fernwood Publishing, Halifax, and
Zed Books, London, p. 25.
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sacking. In addition to specific outputs such as food and fibre, farmers
provide an essential service: preserving agricultural biological diversity.
This biological diversity of crop and livestock varieties is an important
foundation for food security. The genetic diversity locked within these
varieties ensures that food can be produced in the future even as new pests
and diseases evolve. Agricultural pests—weevils, cutworms, grasshop-
pers—and diseases—bacteria, blight, rot—pose a threat to food security by
damaging particular varieties and decreasing the food supply. This is
especially serious in farming areas dominated by one or a few plant
varieties. If one pest or disease destroys or damages a particular crop
variety, other varieties with greater genetic resistance can be introduced
to maintain food production. Without this crop diversity farmers lose their
capacity to respond to their changing natural environment. The rich
genetic diversity fostered by farming provides a means to overcome
vulnerability to pests and diseases. Unfortunately this diversity is now
disappearing.

A final significant benefit of farming is that it provides people,
households and communities with an important livelihood. Here, liveli-
hood is understood to mean more than a standardized job in a factory or
office. Farming does provide many people, particularly in the South, with
a job. Yet farming in many nations is much more than a job. It involves
a particular lifestyle and even a unique outlook on life. Farmers are less
likely than their industry and knowledge economy colleagues to segment
their work into an eight-hour day. Farmers, for instance, draw on family,
extended family and community for assistance during the peak agricultural
seasons of seeding and harvest. In this way farming communities around
the world have contributed to the creation and growth of communities
and strengthened diverse ways of looking at the world.

The Erosion of Farmers
While some farms are prosperous and growing, many other farms and
farming in much of the world are eroding, despite the unique and
important contribution of farmers. Farmers and farm communities have
been undermined so that they are less able to provide food, nurture
agricultural biodiversity and contribute to broader social goals. Farm
erosion has different symptoms around the world. In the North, many
farmers have a low but decent standard of living; however, many farm
communities, particularly in Canada and the US, have all but disappeared.
In these countries, while some farmers expand their operations to
thousands of acres and increase the cost of their machinery into hundreds
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of thousand of dollars, many small and marginal-sized farms disappear. In
much of the South, particularly in sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia,
many of the poorest people live on or near a farm. These farms involve tiny
land areas, only the most basic farm equipment and poor access to basic
social services such as health care, and they may operate in villages where
a small number of large farmers control large tracts of land and have better
access to state and market services. So farm erosion in the South has a
greater economic impact on more individuals than it does in the North,
leaving poor people even more impoverished. In at least one aspect,
though, the symptoms of farm erosion are the same in the South and the
North: they most profoundly affect the smallest, most vulnerable farmers
around the world.

Starting in the next chapter this book examines some key global
population dynamics dealing with farm and rural populations. A central
feature of these dynamics is the migration of farmers to the city. This has
been such a long-standing process in the North that few farmers remain
today. In the South, the migration process is at an earlier stage but involves
a much larger number of people. Given limited land, some migration is

Farmers’ Rights
The idea of farmers’ rights is intended as a means to protect the traditional crop and
livestock varieties that they have developed over centuries. Farmers’ rights give to
farmers the rights to use and develop plant genetic resources that they, or their
ancestors, were responsible for helping to establish. Farmers’ rights is a counterpoint
to plant breeders’ rights, enshrined in various states and in the international agreement,
the International Union of the Protection of New Varieties of Plants (UPOV). Plant
breeders’ rights assign rights of control to breeders who have developed new varieties
of crops using plant breeding techniques and genetic modification. The protection of
farmers’ varieties from western-style intellectual property rights has been addressed
through the Commission on Genetic Resources for Food and Agriculture of the UN’s
Food and Agriculture Organisation (FAO). Farmers’ rights are presently defined by the
FAO as “rights arising from the past, present and future contributions of farmers in
conserving, improving, and making available plant genetic resources, particularly those
in centres of origin/diversity.”*  At present the idea of farmers’ rights has been
recognized through resolution 5/89 at the FAO’s commission. So far, in the face of the
WTO’s Trade Related Aspects of Intellectual Property Rights Agreement, with the
emphasis on the quick adoption of some type of property protection system, farmers’
rights has not been successfully or widely adopted.
* Commission on Genetic Resources for Food and Agriculture, undated, “International

Undertaking on Plant Genetic Resources for Food and Agriculture,” Food and Agricul-
ture Organisation of the UN (FAO), Rome. Available: http://www.fao.org/cgrfa/iu.htm
[Accessed December 2002].
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necessary. The pertinent question is, what is the best balance of people
between farm and city? For some the answer to that question is that in
some contexts there should be zero farmers. Some northern nations are
approaching that number; indeed, with advancements in technology,
such as automated tractors with on-board geographic information sys-
tems, the possibility is not far off. Yet if farmers and farming provide more
than an economic good, as outlined above, then dramatic reductions in the
number of farmers—much less the elimination of farmers—will have
serious long-term social and cultural consequences.

If southern nations in South Asia and sub-Saharan Africa and China
experience farm migration similar to what was experienced in the North
or even East Asia, then other questions arise, such as how will these
migrants earn a living?

Poverty, measured by household income or access to health and
education, is another symptom of farm erosion. Many of the world’s
poorest people are farmers, fishers and pastoralists. This is not to under-
state urban poverty, a real problem in itself. It is to say that at present
poverty is predominantly a rural phenomenon. If society is serious about
addressing poverty then action must be directed towards farmers and
rural people. Income distribution around the world further confirms the

Food Sovereignty
Food sovereignty is the idea that individuals, communities and nations should have the
right to determine their own food and farm policy. It is a relatively new concept that calls
for greater control by local communities and nations over their farm and food policies.
The idea of food sovereignty is rooted in the work of some civil society organizations
that were active in the 1996 and 2002 World Food Summits. Via Campesina (self-
described as an international movement of peasant organizations) claims to have
developed and promoted the concept during the 1996 summit.*  Via Campesina defines
food sovereignty as “the peoples,’ countries,’ states’/unions’ right to define their
agricultural and food policy, without any dumping vis-à-vis third countries.” Along with
other organizations, such as the Institute for Agriculture Trade Policy (US-based civil
society organization), Via Campesina has put forward the concept of food sovereignty
as a counterpoint to agricultural trade liberalization. Food sovereignty accents the need
to protect and promote small-scale sustainable agriculture. This can be done by
protecting national food markets from unfair trade associated with, for example, food
dumping, by improving access for farmers to inputs such as land and credit, and by
preserving farmers’ rights—as opposed to corporate rights—to genetic, land and water
resources. By fostering small-scale agriculture and protecting national markets, food
sovereignty is seen as a means to build healthy farm communities to foster food security.
* See Via Campesina, undated, “Food Sovereignty.” Available: http://www.aseed.net/

[Accessed 8 August 2003].
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severity of rural poverty: the smallest incomes are associated with rural
Chinese, South Asians and sub-Saharan Africans. These indicators of
material poverty provide only one dimension of a multi-dimensional
picture. Chapter Two explores some examples of how material poverty
is associated with community erosion. Finally Chapter Two provides
evidence that the farm environment is eroding, particularly through
declining crop and livestock biodiversity and land and water degrada-
tion.

Other aspects of farm erosion are considered through Chapters Three,
Four and Five. Chapter Three points out that market prices received by
farmers and farm export nations have either stagnated or declined, eroding
the market potential for farmers and farm nations. Chapter Four docu-
ments that even as farm trade grows, its share of total trade has declined.
Chapter Five examines the decline in support from the state and interna-
tional organizations and growing reliance on corporations.

Key Periods
The state, especially in the North, international organizations (e.g., the
World Bank) and the market, most notably driven by transnational
corporations, have become the central actors in shaping farm policy.
Yet in comparison to the farm, the contemporary state and the
transnational corporation (TNC), not to mention global capitalism, are
young. While the modern nation state has its origins in the sixteenth
century, it did not become a universal reality until independence from
European colonialism swept through Africa and Asia in the 1950s. And
while global capitalism is dated by some to the fifteenth century, TNCs
are a twentieth century phenomenon. Agriculture has been around for
10,000 years.

This book is mainly concerned with the changing state of farmers
during a relatively short period of time, roughly the past fifty years. In
some cases it also considers projections for the state of farmers in the
near future, say the next 10 to 30 years. The book argues that over the
course of this 50-year period there have been certain common elements
to farm policy around the world. The most important is the emphasis
placed on modern technology as a means to farm improvement. In the
North, this has involved scientific plant breeding done by the state and,
increasingly, by TNCs. In the South, the emphasis on modern technol-
ogy has taken the form of a green revolution, a development discussed
in Chapter Five. The emergence of biotechnology has recently intensi-
fied this emphasis. Since the 1990s modern technology proponents have




