
The Future of Food and Farming

Existing major 
problems

Hunger remains widespread: 925 million people 
experience hunger, lacking sufficient access to 
major macronutrients (carbohydrates, fats and 
protein). There is also ‘hidden hunger’, affecting 
another one billion people, in which important 
micronutrients (such as vitamins and minerals) are 
missing from their diet. 

Overconsumption: one billion people are 
substantially over-consuming, spawning a new 
public health epidemic of chronic conditions such 
as type 2 diabetes and cardiovascular disease. 

Current production methods are degrading the 
environment and compromising our capacity 
to produce food in the future.

Soil erosion

Loss of soil fertility

Salination

Consumption of renewable resources at rates far 
exceeding replenishment e.g. water extraction for 
irrigation

Over-fishing

Heavy reliance on non-renewable, fossil fuel-
derived energy. In particular, for synthesis of 
nitrogen fertilisers and pesticides.

Greenhouse gas emissions and other pollutants 
that accumulate in the environment

Destruction of biodiversity

Pressures and 
‘drivers for change’

Increases in populationPredicted to level in the range of 8-10 billion 
towards the middle of the century.

Effects of climate change
- Increased number of extreme weather events
- Changing patterns of precipitation
- Rising global temperatures

- Compromises food security by affecting:
   - Availability of water
   - Crop and livestock performance
   - Fisheries and aquaculture yields
   - Increased volatility in production and prices

- New land at high altitudes may be suitable for 
crop cultivation

Changes in diets

Per calorie, some food items such as grain-fed 
meat require considerably more resources to 
produce than others. Different studies predict 
increases in meat consumption per capita (kg/
capita/annum) from 32kg today to 52kg by the 
middle of the century.

Increased competition for key resources: land, 
water and energy

Land for food production: 
- Competition for other uses, as well as a loss of 
agricultural land: e.g. due to urbanisation, 
desertification, salinisation, soil erosion, biofuels 
and sea level rise.
- There is strong environmental grounds for 
limiting expansion of agricultural land and 
pursuing sustainable intensification. For example, 
further conversion of rainforest to agricultural land 
will increase greenhouse gas emissions very 
significantly and accelerate loss of biodiversity.
- Restoration of derelict, degraded or degrading 
land is important.

Energy demand:
- Energy demand is projected to increase 
significantly: 45% between 2006 and 2030. 
- Energy prices are also projected to increase and 
become more volatile. 
- Several parts of the food system are vulnerable 
to high energy costs e.g. production of nitrogen 
fertilisers and fishing.

Water demand: 
- Agriculture already consumes 70% of total 
global ‘blue water’ available to humankind. 
- In some arid regions, aquifers are being 
depleted and cannot be replenished.
- Demand for both agriculture and other use is 
expected to rise in the future. 

Economic and political pressures

Globalisation of markets

Trends for consolidation in the private sector

Production subsidies, trade restrictions and other 
market interventions

Emergence and continued growth of new food 
superpowers e.g. Brazil, China and India

The extent to which governments act collectively 
or individually to face future challenges. For 
example, sharing resources, governance of 
fisheries, trade and volatility in markets

Approach to 
Policy & Action

Substantial changes in the food system must 
occur  simultaneously across the following four 
fronts:

1. More food produced sustainably

2. Demand for the most resource-intensive types 
of food must be contained

3. Waste must be minimised

4. Political and economic governance must be 
improved to increase productivity and 
sustainability. It’s necessary to revitalise moves to end hunger. 

Incentives to the agricultural sector to address 
issues such as malnutrition and gender 
inequalities

Food self-sufficiency is not considered a viable 
option for nations to contribute to global food 
security. The food system is globalised and 
interconnected and this must be exploited to the 
best effect to alleviate food stresses, balance 
supply and demand and distribute food fairly.

12 Priorities for action for policy makers
1. Spread best practice.

2. Invest in new knowledge.
3. Make sustainable food production central in development.

4. Work on the assumption that there is little new land for agriculture.
5. Ensure long-term sustainability of fish stocks.

6. Promote sustainable intensification.
7. Include the environment in food system economics.

8. Reduce waste – both in high- and low-income countries.
9. Improve the evidence base upon which decisions are made and develop metrics to assess progress.

10. Anticipate major issues with water availability for food production.
11. Work to change consumption patterns.

12. Empower citizens.

Addressing climate change and achieving 
sustainability in the global food system need to 
be recognised as dual imperatives.

All policy-making must be interconnected - joined 
up with other sectors outside the food system 
e.g. water supply, energy, land use, ecosystem 
services and biodiversity 

Policy options must not be closed off, as they 
frequently involve issues of ethics, values and 
politics. Genuine public engagement and 
discussion plays a critical role.
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5 key challenges for the future:
A. Balancing future demand and supply sustainably – to ensure 

that food supplies are affordable.

B. Ensuring that there is adequate stability in food supplies and 
protecting the most vulnerable from the volatility that does occur.

C. Achieving global access to food and ending hunger. This 
recognises that producing enough food in the world so that 

everyone can potentially be fed is not the same thing as ensuring 
food security for all.

D. Managing the contribution of the food system to the mitigation 
of climate change.

E. Maintaining biodiversity and ecosystem services while feeding 
the world.
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