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Twenty years ago at the Rio Earth Summit, governments committed in Agenda 21 to “sustainable agriculture 
and rural development (SARD)” and called for measures such as “policy and agrarian reform, participation, 
income diversification, land conservation and improved management of inputs”.1  

Over the past 20 years, however, the world has not moved towards the sustainable agriculture we need. As 
global demand for agricultural products has steadily increased, competition for land use between feed, fodder, 
fibre and fuel crops has intensified, as have conflicting priorities between farmland and forests. This has placed 
heavy demands on natural resources including soils, freshwater and biodiversity, leading in many parts 
of the world to the loss or severe degradation of all of these vital resources. Agriculture now also accounts 
directly for 12% of anthropogenic greenhouse gas emissions, including from fertilisers and livestock, and up to 
32% if you include emissions arising from land use change, primarily deforestation for farming2. 

Too much of the wrong kind of food is going to some people, while too little food is reaching others. The result 
has been a burgeoning obesity and diet-related health crisis in many parts of the world, while the absolute 
number of people suffering from chronic hunger and malnutrition remains near its highest ever level.3  

In short, far from being sustainable and delivering rural development, world agriculture is in crisis, and is 
hurtling rapidly along an increasingly unsustainable trajectory. Not coincidentally, this trajectory has 
coincided with a period of unparalleled consolidation in the agri-food sector. Today, just six companies 
control three quarters of the global pesticide market, while dominating the global seed industry.4 Market 
concentration is also high in the commodity buying and food processing industries, and increasingly so in 
terms of retail.  

Over-concentration is a concern in any industry, but for food and agriculture it represents not only a market 
failure but also a social and environmental disaster. The highly imbalanced power relationships have meant 
that vulnerable food producers capture very little of the agricultural value chain. Ironically, two thirds of 
those living in chronic hunger today are themselves farmers.  Combined with perverse government 
subsidies and poor policy decisions, agribusiness consolidation is also driving chemically-intensive crop, 
livestock and bio-energy production systems that damage the environment. At the same time the giant seed 
and chemical companies that profit most from this system are increasingly capturing the agricultural 
research and policy agenda, shaping the debate about the future of agriculture and closing down the space 
for alternative systems to thrive.  

Exacerbating all of this has been the recent “financialisation” of food and agriculture; exemplified by 
excessive speculation on commodity futures markets by banks and hedge funds, which is contributing 
to food inflation and extreme price volatility, as well as the recent explosion of investor-backed land grabs. 
These trends are further reinforcing short-term and unsustainable patterns of crop production.5,6 

High time to move agriculture in a new direction – but so far Rio+20 fails to deliver  
The world now faces serious challenges that cannot be ignored when it comes to agriculture and food 
security. There is widespread consensus that we need to address both the quality and quantity of what is 
produced in order to feed a growing global population – already 7 billion, with 9 billion projected by 2050 – 
sustainably and equitably, especially in the world’s poorest countries. 

Solutions for fixing a broken global food system do exist, largely by investing into more ecological forms of 
agriculture. Ecological agriculture encompasses a range of production methods, techniques and 
technologies that both rely on and protect natural capital, taking advantage of environmental goods and 
services such as biodiversity, nutrient cycling, soil regeneration and natural enemies of pests and integrating 
these into agro-ecosystems. 

The transition to more ecological farming systems has been shown to offer multiple benefits – including 
improved livelihood and nutritional security among poor farmers, healthier soils, increased biodiversity, 
higher overall crop yields (one comprehensive UN study reported average yield increases in Africa of 
116%)7, reduced greenhouse gas emissions and greater resilience to the impacts of climate change. It has 
been advocated by various parts of the UN system8, and by many within the agricultural and scientific 
research communities9, as well as by farmers’ organisations10 and civil society around the world. 



 
 
 
At the Rio+20 summit, political leaders should be grasping ecological farming as a solution to the ongoing food and agricultural 
crises. But while there is widespread support for a high-level global objective on food security among the proposed Sustainable 
Development Goals, governments have been shamefully reluctant to make specific commitments to end global agriculture’s 
addiction to destructive, chemically-intensive farming practices, or to set measurable targets to shift towards more ecological 
cultivation systems. They remain content to “support”, “promote” or “call for” vaguely defined notions of sustainable agriculture.  

Predictably, the handful of agribusiness giants that dominate the global market in farm inputs such as pesticides and patented 
seeds have been lobbying hard to keep ecological agriculture off the agenda. Instead, they are pitching “sustainable 
intensification” as the solution, meaning agricultural systems that grow more food by using more of their products. Yet despite 
the fact that it is the overuse of these very products that has largely contributed to the current crisis in world agriculture, 
governments appear to be increasingly in thrall to the notion of sustainable intensification, making it more likely that they will yet 
again do what big business wants, rather than what people and the planet need.  

Of course, it needn’t be like this. Political summits should be about delivering the transformational change the world needs. 
Governments should be launching an action plan to shift world agriculture from its current path and deliver on the original vision 
of Agenda 21. The emphasis of priorities within such a plan would vary by region and by country, but key components within it 
include:  

• Rapidly phasing out subsidies that encourage unsustainable farming practices, including the use of fossil fuel-based 
fertilisers and artificial chemical pesticides.  

• Setting concrete and measurable targets to drastically reduce the use of fossil fuel-based fertilisers and artificial chemical 
pesticides.  

• Shifting public investment into agriculture away from intensive farming practices and towards research, training and rural 
extension services to help smallholder producers improve the performance of their farms through ecological farming 
methods. 

• Tasking the UN Food and Agriculture Organisation (FAO) and the UN’s Committee on World Food Security (CFS) to help 
countries track progress towards achieving increased global food security through more sustainable agriculture systems, 
using the recommendations of the 2009 International Assessment on Agricultural Science Technology and 
Development (IAASTD) as the starting point for these assessments. 

• Including targets on reducing dependency on artificial fertilisers and agrochemicals into any new Sustainable Development 
Goal relating to food security and agriculture. 

• Dampening food price volatility by ensuring effective regulation of agricultural commodity derivative markets, in order to 
prevent excessive financial speculation. 

Pursuing such a plan would result in multiple benefits: public savings from reduced subsidies, lower chemical pollution clean up 
costs and declining public health bills, more biologically diverse landscapes, cleaner soil and water systems, improved food and 
nutritional security for small-scale food producers, lower greenhouse gas emissions and greater resilience to climate change. If 
governments fail to begin such an action plan at Rio, as looks likely, they will be serving no ones’ interests other than those of 
big agribusiness. 
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