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AQA AS Geography

6 Food supply issues
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(a)
(i)
Food production in 2008 is highest in China and in South America (c.1200 million tonnes) and lowest in Australia/New Zealand, and Europe (western Europe and ‘other’ Europe). Food consumption is highest in China (c.1350 million tonnes), South America and ‘other’ Asian. In five out of the 10 regions food production either exceeds or is equal to food consumption. Regions which have a food ‘deficit’ (i.e. consumption exceeds production) are: Africa, China, ‘other’ Asian and ‘other’ Europe. Those regions with the largest relative food deficit are Africa and ‘other’ Asia. Australia/New Zealand, North America and South America have the largest relative food surpluses.



(ii)
Food will move by international trade from regions of surplus to regions of deficit. Thus we might expect substantial shipments of food from Australia/New Zealand, North America and South America to Africa, China and elsewhere in Asia. Although several regions appear to be self-sufficient in food (e.g. western Europe) these regions will still participate in international food trade in products they cannot grow (e.g. rice, tropical fruits). Although the main driver of the international trade in food is supply and demand, trade movements are modified by trade restrictions such as tariffs and  quotas which operate in various markets.


(b)
Land reform is a government-organised redistribution of farmland which often involves a change in farm ownership. In economic terms, land reform is designed to improve farm efficiency and boost food production. It has been highly successful in many NICs and LEDCs, such as Taiwan, Malaysia and South Korea.



Land reform can raise food production in a number of ways. Farms can be amalgamated to make larger units, bringing advantages of scale economies 
(e.g. in the use of machinery and the purchase of inputs such as fertiliser and seed) and allowing farmers to work full-time. Scattered plots of farmland can 
be consolidated into single blocks, reducing the amount of land wasted as field boundaries, improving access, and permitting the use of farm machinery. Where land reform involves a change of ownership (e.g. from sharecroppers or tenants 
to owner-occupiers) farmers have an incentive to use sustainable farming methods which conserve natural resources such as soil and water. In addition, owner-occupiers are more likely to invest in their farms and make improvements knowing that they will be the beneficiaries in the long term. All this improves farm efficiency, crop yields and sustainable food production.


(c)
The Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) manages food production within the EU. The principal aims of the policy are to secure food supplies, support farmers and rural communities and stabilise food prices. Farmers receive direct payments 
for crops and livestock (based on the acreages farmed); dairy farmers are allocated milk quotas to prevent overproduction; and prices to farmers for crops are guaranteed by intervention buying. Overall, the CAP accounts for around 40% of the EU’s budget.



Since its introduction 50 years ago, the CAP has had variable success. In the 1970s and 1980s, generous subsidies (based on the amount of food produced) 
led to overproduction, resulting in huge surpluses of grain, meat and dairy products. In other words, production was out of step with demand. Financial incentives to increase production also had disastrous environmental effects such as the pollution of rivers and groundwater (from runoff) due to excessive use of agro-chemicals and intensive livestock farming; the removal of hedgerows; and the loss of ancient woodlands and hay meadows.



Reform of the CAP in the past decade or so has succeeded in matching supply with demand. Overproduction was tackled by paying subsidies to farmers to set-aside a proportion of their arable land; and direct payments were related to areas farmed, rather than to production. These changes reduced farming intensity and helped wildlife and the environment.  Today environmental conservation has become an important element of the CAP. Farmers have to meet environmental targets to receive subsidies and direct payments, a policy known as cross-compliance. The overall effect is to create a more sustainable farming industry within the EU.



Food supply in many LEDCs was boosted in the 1970s and 1980s by a package 
of measures known collectively as the Green Revolution (i.e. high yielding strains of rice and wheat, agro-chemicals, irrigation). Governments in India, Mexico 
and other LEDCs promoted the Green Revolution which resulted in substantial increases in food production which met domestic demand. However, there were adverse impacts. Small farmers derived few advantages, partly because they could not afford inputs such as expensive fertilisers and pesticides and had limited access to irrigation. As a result, rural inequality increased.



In MEDCs, the application of high technology through GM crops has had only a minor impact. Most governments have encountered strong opposition to GM crops from environmental groups. Among the general public there seems to be little demand for GM crops. This is because their long-term impact on the environment and ecosystems is largely unknown.



Managing the demand for food is more difficult. In the EU, a common external tariff makes imported food more expensive to consumers and, controversially, protects European farmers against competition. But changes in demand are most often driven by consumer preferences, for example, the demand all-year-round for seasonal foodstuffs such as fresh fruit and vegetables, organically-farmed livestock products, and locally and regionally produced food sold in traditional and farmers’ markets.
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(a)
The Green Revolution is an example of the application of technology to agricultural production. New strains of rice and wheat (known as ‘high-yielding varieties’ or HYVs) were bred in the 1960s with the aim of increasing food production in LEDCs. The introduction of HYVs, together with chemical fertilisers, pesticides 
and irrigation, is known as the Green Revolution. 


(b)
Both wheat and rice production increased substantially in India between 1970 and 2008. Whereas rice production increased slightly more than twofold, wheat production increased by a factor of three. However, annual wheat output fluctuated more than rice, and on at least two occasions output fell compared with the previous year. In the same period India’s population doubled. The implication is that increases in staple food production in India outstripped population growth between 1970 and 2008. Rising per capita food output during this period should have meant an improvement in nutrition for most of the population.


(c)
The arguments in favour of local food sourcing are: (1) it supports small, family-run farms, that can sell produce directly to supermarkets and at local farmers’ markets; (2) it provides employment for local rural communities which helps to make them more economically sustainable; (3) it shortens supply chains and therefore reduces the costs of transport. It is also more environmentally friendly, reducing carbon emissions and the environmental footprint of food transport.


(d)
Transnational corporations (TNCs) play a major role in the production, processing and distribution of food. They dominate all stages of the global food chain, manufacturing fertilisers and pesticides, supplying seeds, and processing, wholesaling and retailing foods. Examples of TNCs involved in the global food chain are Coca-Cola, Monsanto, McDonald’s, Unilever and Tesco.



Many TNCs are connected to food production through agribusiness. Agribusiness is scientific, capital-intensive farming often on an industrial scale. TNC involvement with agriculture is often indirect. Farmers are contracted to grow crops and livestock products. Quality, crop types and crop amounts are often specified by TNCs. Also farmers may rely on TNCs for inputs of agro-chemicals, seeds and even loans for buildings and machinery. But agribusiness’ focus on costs has often been damaging to the environment (e.g. monoculture, large fields, excessive 
use of agro-chemicals), and had les to a loss of biodiversity, especially in Europe. Small farmers are particularly disadvantaged because they cannot supply the large volumes TNCs want.



Farmers, at the start of the food supply chain, get only a small fraction of the price that food manufacturers and retailers charge for food products. When negotiating with very large companies farmers are in a weak position.



It could be argued that by favouring large farm units, and highly mechanised, intensive farming which minimises costs, TNCs promote agribusiness enterprises at the expense of small farmers, and in the process contribute to rural unemployment, rural–urban migration and the decline of rural communities.
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