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Struggle for the Future of Food

roducers and consumers
Pseem helpless as food all over
the world rapidly comes un-
der corporate control. Such changes
have also been worsening environ-

mental collapse, social dislocation
and the human condition.

Longer-Term Perspective

The July 2021 joint report—by the
International Panel of Experts on
Sustainable Food Systems (IPES-
Food) and the ETC Action Group on
Erosion, Technology and Concen-
tration—is ominous, to say the least.

A Long Food Movement, princi-
pally authored by Pat Mooney with
a team including IPES-Food Direc-
tor, Nick Jacobs, analyses how food
systems are likely to evolve over the
next quarter of a century with tech-
nological and other changes.

The report notes that ‘hi-tech’, data
processing and asset management
corporations have joined estab-
lished agribusinesses in reshaping
world food supply chains.

If current trends continue, the food
system will be increasingly con-
trolled by large transnational cor-
porations (TNCs) at the expense of
billions of farmers and consumers.

Big Ag Weds Big Data

The Davos World Economic Fo-
rum’s (WEF) much touted ‘Fourth
Industrial Revolution’ (IR4.0), pro-
moting digitisation, is transform-
ing food systems, accelerating their
concentration in corporate hands.

New apps enable better tracking
across supply chains, while ‘preci-
sion farming’ now includes using
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drones to spray pesticides on tar-
geted crops, reducing inputs and,
potentially, farming costs. Agricul-
ture is now second only to the mili-
tary in drone use.

Digital giants are working with
other TNCs to extend enabling
‘cloud computing’ infrastructure.
Spreading as quickly as the infra-
structure allows, new ‘digital ag’
technologies have been displacing
farm labour.

Meanwhile, food data has become
more commercially valuable; for
example, to meet consumer de-
mand, Big Ag profits have also
grown by creating ‘new needs’. Big
data is already being used to manip-
ulate consumer preferences.

With the pandemic, e-retail and
food delivery services have grown
even faster. Thus, e-commerce
platforms have quickly become the
world’s top retailers.

New ‘digital ag’ technologies are
also undermining diverse, ecologi-
cally more appropriate food agri-
culture in favour of unsustainable
monocropping. The threat is great
as family farms still feed more than
two-thirds of the world’s population.

IR4.0 Not Benign

Meanwhile, hi-tech and asset man-
agement firms have acquired sig-
nificant shareholdings in food gi-
ants. Powerful conglomerates are

integrating different business lines,
increasing concentration while in-
voking competition and ‘creative
disruption’.

The IPES Food-ETC study high-
lights new threats to farming and
food security as IR4.0 proponents
exert increasing influence. The re-
port warns that giving Big Ag the
‘keys of the food system’ worsens
food insecurity and other existen-
tial threats.

Powerful corporations will in-
crease control of most world food
supplies. Big Ag-controlled supply
chains will also be more vulnerable
as great power rivalry and compe-
tition continue to displace multilat-
eral cooperation.

There Is No Alternative?

But the report also presents a more
optimistic vision for the next quar-
ter of a century. In this alternative
scenario, collaborative efforts,
from the grassroots to the global
level, empower social movements
and civil society to resist.

New technologies are part of this
vision, from small-scale drones for
field monitoring to consumer apps
for food safety and nutrient verifi-
cation. But these would be coop-
eratively owned, open access and
well regulated.

The report includes pragmatic
strategies to cut three-quarters of
agriculture’s greenhouse gas emis-
sions and shift USD 4 trillion from
Big Ag to agroecology and food
sovereignty. These include ‘$720
billion in subsidies’ and ‘$1.6 tril-
lion in healthcare savings’ due to
malnutrition.
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IPES Food-ETC also recommends
taxing junk food, toxins, carbon
emissions and TNC profits. In
addition, it urges criminal pros-
ecution of those responsible for
famine, malnutrition and environ-
mental degradation.

Food-security protocols are needed
to supercede trade and intellec-
tual property law, and not only for
emergencies. But with food sys-
tems under growing stress, Big Ag
solutions have proved attractive to
worried policymakers who see no
other way out.

Last Chance to Change
Course

Historically, natural resources were
commonly or publicly shared. Wa-
ter and land have long been sustain-
ably used by farmers, fisherfolk and
pastoralists. But market value has
grown with ‘property rights’, espe-
cially with corporate acquisition.

Touted as the best means to achieve
food security, corporate invest-
ments in recent decades have in-
stead undermined remaining ‘tra-
ditional’ agrarian ecosystems.

Big Ag claims that the food, eco-
logical and climate crises have to
be addressed with its superior new
technologies, harnessing the fi-
nance, entrepreneurship and inno-
vation only they can offer.

But in fact, they have failed, in-
stead triggering more problems in
their pursuit of profit. As the new
food system and corporate trends
consolidate, it will become increas-
ingly difficult to change course.
A Long Food Movement is thus a
timely and urgent call to action for
the long haul.
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Food Systems Summit

According to Marchmont Commu-
nications, ‘writing on behalf of the
UN Food Systems Summit secretar-
iat’, the ‘Summit was originally an-
nounced on 16 October 2019 by UN
Secretary-General Antonio Guterres
and was conceived following con-
versations with the joint leadership
of the three Rome-based United
Nations agencies ... at the High-
level Political Forum in July 2019°.

On 12 June 2019, ‘Inspiration
Speaker’ David Nabarro announced
to the annual EAT Stockholm con-
ference that a World Food Systems
Summit (WFSS) would be held in
2021. The following day, a Memo-
randum of Understanding (MOU)
was signed between the World Eco-
nomic Forum (WEF) and the Office
of the UN Secretary-General.

It stirred up so much controversy
that the MOU was later removed
from the website of the WEEF,
hardly reputed for its modesty. Un-
surprisingly, many believe that the
WEF ‘pressed the Summit onto a
reluctant UN Secretary-General’,
and can be traced to its Food Sys-
tems Initiative.

Apparently, initial arrangements had
bypassed the Rome-based UN food
agencies, the Food and Agricul-
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ture_Organization, the International
Fund for Agricultural Development
and the World Food Programme.
Their heads were then consulted and
brought on board in July 2019.

With so much at stake, representa-
tives of food producers and consum-
ers need to act urgently to prevent
governments from allowing a UN-
sanctioned corporate takeover of the
global governance of food systems.
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