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Hungry World

This lesson asks you to look at the complicated issue of world-wide food production and how our limited planet can feed an ever expanding world population.  You will research a number of suggested recommendations and determine ways in which this problem could be solved.

There are now more than 6 billion people on Earth
, and the world population is growing by about 75 million a year
 - that means a population larger than that of the UK joins our planet every year.
  All those people need somewhere to live, water to drink and food to eat.  But while the world population and its needs are growing the Earth remains the same size.  How can the planet provide for us all?

There have been a number of measures suggested or used to boost food production: chemical fertilisers for the land, growth promoters administered to animals, selective breeding of animals to choose characteristics which boost their production, genetic engineering of both crops and animals and changing what we, as global citizens, eat to make better use of the land.  In other words, it has been suggested that we reduce the amount of animal products we eat.

Below is an article about livestock farming and its impact on the world.  Read through it and then research the other suggestions (chemicals and growth promoters, selective breeding and genetic engineering).  Look at the merits of each method of boosting food production and also at any problems arising from each. 

Write a report detailing the advantages and disadvantages of each method and decide upon a course of action you would take to help feed the world.

Feed the World

One of the biggest problems the global population faces is feeding itself.  More people on the planet need more food to eat.  The days when local populations grew their own food in an environment suited to that crop are long gone in many parts of the world and the biggest global shift in terms of consumption is the rise is the consumption of animal products. 

Before the 1990s, the majority of animal products were consumed in rich countries but in recent years many people in less developed countries have begun to adopt this western-style diet too.
  The demand for more meat means more animals must be farmed.  And what do they eat?  Crops.  And these crops were grown on land that could have been used to grow food for humans.

Producing meat is a wasteful exercise.  Farmed animals use more calories than they produce in the form of meat.
 The British poultry industry, for example, state that 1.6kg of feed is used to produce 1kg of live chicken.  Only a third of that live chicken is edible so the real figure stands at 4.8kg of feed is used in order to produce 1kg of meat.
  The figure for beef shows an even greater waste.  The US Department of Agricultural Economic Service states that 16kg of grain is used to produce 1kg of beef.
 

Clearly the crops we feed to the millions of farmed animals are grown on land that could be used to grow crops to feed people.  The Food and Agriculture Organisations for the United Nations and the World Health Organisation state that the number of people fed in a year per hectare ranges from 22 for potatoes and 19 for rice down to 2 for lamb and one for beef.
  It doesn’t take Einstein to realise that rearing animals is a waste of precious land and food, and water is wasted too.

‘Sustainability’ is a key word when talking of modern-day agriculture but the mass production of livestock is not at all sustainable.  Sustainable farming means making the best use of nature’s goods without damaging the environment.
  Rearing animals for food clearly does not make the best use of the available land and the land available is actually shrinking.
  Encroaching cities and the degradation of crop land means there is a diminishing amount of agricultural land available.
  This can only lead to more intensive livestock agriculture in those areas where chickens and pigs are reared in confinement and need no land to roam.  But it does not get around the problem of feeding these animals.  Land is still needed to grow grain and other feedstuffs for the animals and there the same problem arises.  If poorer nations cannot grow enough food for their own human population, how can they grow enough feed to give to animals that only yield a percentage of food back?

While we in the West are experiencing an escalation in the rates of obesity and all its health-related issues the world’s poorest people are dying of hunger.  If we could wave a magic wand would we really want to replace their malnutrition with ours?  Would we wish heart attacks, strokes and cancer upon them too?  As the West gets richer and the populations in less developed countries expand human health in both regions is likely to worsen unless changes are made.  We need to find a global solution to this problem.  We need enough land to grow food for everyone and we clearly cannot provide this on a meat-based diet.
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