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Brussels Rural Development Briefings

A series of meetings on ACP-EU development issues 

Briefing session n° 7: Rising Food Prices: an opportunity for change?

Role the private sector can play in responding to the food crisis impact in the poorest countries

Dr Mike Bushell  – Syngenta
Executive Summary
By 2050, agricultural production will need to double to meet global demand for food, feed, fuel and fibre. The challenge before all of us is to find sustainable ways to meet this demand using less natural resources. The best way is to increase the efficiency and productivity of land already under cultivation rather than to try to bring more marginal land into production, with negative impacts on important wild areas. This means increasing yield.
There are only four technologies which have driven historical yield and productivity gains; Mechanisation, including irrigation; Modern Fertilisers; Crop protection chemistry; Seed breeding, including both conventional and genetic modification. The research, development, and application of these technologies has been central to the green revolution worldwide, where yields have more than doubled almost everywhere since the 1960’s. 

Indeed, where yields have increased, there has been a direct benefit to poverty reduction and economic development and this is the prize to be won in many parts of the world, especially in Africa. The technology and expertise needed exists today to dramatically improve yields everywhere; the challenge lies in finding ways to increase its availability to small farmers and growers. 

Companies like Syngenta play a key role both in the research and development of these technologies and in the provision of expertise and experience in developing sustainable farming systems. Chemical crop protection is a vital tool for farmers, without which yields can be dramatically reduced by pests and diseases and through weed competition.  Recent advances in understanding of fundamental processes in plant science offer unprecedented opportunities to improve crop yields and quality.  Examples include genetic and chemical approaches to stress tolerance; Bt Cotton has helped transform cotton production in India, enabling the development of a substantial export market; A new crop for biofuels, Tropical Sugar Beet, which can be grown in relatively dry areas with substantially less water than typically required by sugar cane. 

We are confident that if the key technologies are applied in ways appropriate to local circumstances, they can play a major role in delivering the yield and productivity gains which are going to be required to feed an extra 2½ billion people by 2050.  But we must deploy these technologies safely as part of sustainable agriculture systems.   Last year Syngenta’s stewardship programmes provided training for more than 3 million farmers from around the world in the safe use of technology as part of systems including good farming practices, such as minimum tillage and soil conservation. Examples include enabling rice production in Indonesia, and helping to boost crop yields in Kenya; experimentation with integrated pest management practices in places like Jamaica which can help to drive productivity amongst small-holders; and the technical assistance provided to bean producers in Guatemala which has facilitated the commercialisation of the harvest, increasing quality, and enabling traceability from the time of planting. 

Technology is a key part of the solution to world food crisis.  We must find ways to use these tools wisely to deliver lasting economic, environmental and social benefits to local communities.
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