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FOREWORD

Anticipating future developments in global agriculture is by no means a simple
exercise. In the last few years, many of the acute phenomena observed have
complicated further the formulation of long-term prospects. The turbulence of
world agricultural markets, the price spikes of 2008 and 2011, the wide climate
variability experienced in important production regions, and the enhanced linkage
among agriculture and other markets such as the energy and the financial markets
have propelled interest in revisiting the relations among agriculture, its natural
resource basis, economic development, food security and population growth.
Discussions of the relationships among these phenomena are lively, as are those
on what can be done to prevent the onset of more frequent and more critical
conditions in the coming decades.

Given its various fields of expertise, FAO is at the centre of the technical
debate on these themes. In 2009, FAO organized an expert meeting and forum
around the question of “How to feed to the world in 2050”. This initiative was
supported by papers authored by world-class experts. This work has been revisited,
and is now presented in this volume.

Several aspects of the perspectives for global agriculture are analysed. FAO’s
last global projection exercise to 2050 indicates that agricultural and food demand
is expected to slow over the next decades, following slowing population growth and
raising incomes. However, population will still grow considerably in the coming
decades, and require world agricultural production to increase substantially by
2050. The macroeconomic outlook indicates that economic growth may bring
significant reductions in poverty in the 2050 horizon, but climate change may
impose additional constraints, particularly through increased pressures on land
and water resources. Biofuel development may be another source of stress for
markets, depending on the ability of technology to reduce the overlap between
energy feedstock and food products.

Other areas explored in the volume are natural resources — notably land
and water — as well as capital, investment and technology. Regarding natural
resources, the amounts of land and water available at the global level are most
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probably sufficient to support the projected production increases. By 2050, the
FAO baseline points to some net expansion of arable land, all in developing
countries. However, the bulk of production increase will need to be generated
through increased yields.

Technically, there seems to be considerable scope for pushing the agricultural
technology frontier outwards. But much could also be done by simply applying
existing technologies. To this end, farmers and other stakeholders along value
chains need to receive the correct scarcity signals from markets to be able to access
appropriate inputs and to invest. Global fixed capital stock in agriculture has been
growing steadily over the last three decades, although at declining rates. Research
is shown to be among the most productive investments for supporting agriculture,
together with education, infrastructure and input credits. The concluding part of
this volume takes stock of areas where consensus seems to emerge and those
where controversies loom large. It identifies areas in which more information and
analytical work are required and, last but not least, it provides insights into the
strategies and policies to be enacted in support of global agriculture in the 2050
perspective.

In publishing this volume, FAO aims to keep the debate alive. The various
chapters bring to the fore not only what we know about the long-term future
of global agriculture, but also what we do not know, and the weaknesses of the
methodologies used to make projections.

Hafez Ghanem Kostas Stamoulis
Assistant Director-General Director
Economic and Social Development Agricultural Development
Department Economics Division
FAO FAO
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