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The ‘Right to Food’ Revisited: The Cost
of Living Crisis & the Coming Crash

The media is exercised by the ‘cost of living’ crisis; but they’re ignor-
ing the greater structural economic trends that are driving it — and
thus the difficult questions that these trends raise for our future.

Paul Mobbs, The ‘Meta-Blog’, issue no.21, 17" May 2022
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It’s been such a great party! What a time!
Humanity (well, a small part of it in ‘The
West’) has had a few centuries of growing
material affluence. Driven by fossil fuels,
powering new technologies, society (and
the global climate) has been completely
changed. But like all celebrations, that
process is arguably coming to an end; and
like all the best parties, those who have had
a really good time don’t want it to stop!

Of course, you won’t hear the demands to turn
down the music repeated in the media — who must
always end on a positive note, stressing some
scheme or political project that will keep ‘the party’
going. The reality is, though, this party has already
ended for the bottom 10% in society — two decades
slowly climbed the wealth spectrum, to the point
where it is now starting to engulf the ‘middle in-
come’ groups — and they really don't like it!

This slow decline of the economy has cut-away
the social support systems that, since the perni-
poverty. But unlike previous crises, driven by short-
term fluctuations, this one is far bigger: It represents

Last year | wrote a blog on the ‘right to food’s. It
examined how Britain failed to implement this hu-
man right; and how Covid has exposed Britain’s fail-
ure to deal with poverty, and especially poor diet. In
this blog post I'll extend that idea, and you might
find it useful to read that previous post first.

| want to look at the economic crisis that is likely
to explode over the course of 2022. In particular,
whether recent disruptions are exposing a longer-
term, structural shift in the human system; to ask
the metaphorical question, “Is ‘The Party Over’?”

What do the ‘Limits to Growth’ look like?
As in my other recent posts, this ‘data blog’ up-
dates work | first undertook twenty years ago for my

| find confirms the trends that were forecast then.

Fifty years ago, the ‘Limits.to.Growth'7 study pro-
jected the human system would peak over the
2020s and 2030s and then decline. Recent reviews
confirm8 it's still on-track. But whenever this issue is

raised, pundits always argue the reasons why that’s
not possible, and why growth will continue.

Let’s invert that pro-growth argument:

In the context of food prices and food supply, if
the ‘Limits to Growth’ were happening, right now,
what would that look like in terms of food pro-

duction and food prices?

is fossil fuelled energy: From the tractors burning
diesel at a rate of a few miles per gallon, to the nat-
ural gas used to make fertiliser, to the electricity
that's essential to food processing and the supply
duced Western diet takes ten calories of energy to
consume one calorie of food. As a result, there is a
strong correlation between energy and food prices.

The recent oil, and especially natural gas price
spike won't feed through into food prices until next
year — until the next harvest has been gathered.
And even now, growers are considering which crops
may not be planted or raised later this year, which
will feed-through into supply disruptions next year.
So this cycle of supply disruptions and rising prices
won't end for at least another two years.

Just like the pandemic (the previous excuse), the
Ukraine crisis has exposed these trends more
starkly than they would otherwise appear. It disrupts
‘the human system’ because, running at its physical
limits, it cannot absorb a large systemic shock. It is
the lack of spare capacity that demonstrates the
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system is operating at its limit; and it is
that lack of spare capacity that disrupts
supply and drives-up prices — with com-
modity speculators and futures traders
creating further instability by ‘betting’ on
the available capacity in the future.

The state of the ‘modern’ human food
system — which primarily serves urbanised
populations — is an inversion of the situa-
tion of a century or two ago. Back then,
except for a few large cities (such as Lon-
don or Manchester), food was essentially
local, low energy, and more nutritious. The
modern food system has economically de-
stroyed that — and with it, the global envi-
ronment too.

“The War in Ukraine has caused prices
to...”

How often have you heard that line re-
cently? While the Ukrainian conflict has
caused prices to spike — off the back of
lack of supply — there is no evidence to
show this is the only reason for price rises.
It's a convenient excuse to avoid looking
at the data that describes current trends
(shown on the right) that emerged well
over a decade before 2022.

Contrary again to the Western media
line, the 12% of global oil production from
Russia is not completely ‘lost’ due to sanc-
tions. Both India, China, and a number of
other countries are more than happy to
buy this oil at a cheaper rate because it
helps their economies. Instead, the greater
issue that existed well before the pan-
demic, or the Ukraine crisis, has been the
long-term lack of spare capacity in the olil
industry globally.

The first graph on the right (a) shows
global oil prices, based on BP’s dataset12.
There are two li ni3: The ‘nomi-
nal’ price, which is the value that in that
year; and the ‘real’ price, which is adjusted
for inflation, so a value years ago can be
directly compared to today’s value.

Comparing the ‘real’ price, the levels to-
day are similar to the late 1970s. This is
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worst for forty years”14.

Why then doesn’t the media point out that this
trend was growing well before the pandemic; ar-
guably since the 2000s? It raises difficult and com-
plex questions:

» Why are oil prices rising? Because there is no

spare capacity.

» Why is there no spare capacity? Because ‘con-

representing the peak of global production16
after 160 years of production growth.
What has kept the oil market ‘fluid’ is ‘unconven-

— which apart from being more expensive to pro-
duce, are worse for the climate.

Today, the ‘easy to produce’ sources of oil are
nearly used-up; and the ‘harder to produce’ sources
are progressively more expensive to develop. For

Therein lies the contradiction: Even if we ignore
climate change, the energy and financial resources
required to undertake more marginal, and more ‘ex-
treme’ forms of oil and gas production, are not eco-
nomic at a price the global economy can afford.
That's what has eroded spare capacity, and caused,
on average, prices to gradually move upwards for
the last twenty years.

This represents a real barrier to future growth be-
cause the prices at which new production are prof-
itable cause a crash in other parts of the economy.
It doesn’t require ‘running out’ of oil to cause a price
spike; there just has to be a small shortfall in capac-
ity to create a sudden spike. Is there any better il-
lustration that the fossil fuel industry is operating at
its practical limits?

The cereals problem

Cereals are not all food, but they are a good indi-
cator of the ‘food system’. When we look at the fu-
ture trends for global food supply and hunger, ce-
real production reflects the adequacy of that system
as a whole, rather like oil reflects the energy sector.

The second graph (b) on the previous page illus-
trates the UN Food and Agriculture Organisation’s

duces a snapshot of food prices at any one time.
Just like the oil price, it also gives ‘nominal’ and
‘real’ values to compare over time.

Compare the cereals graph (b) to the oil price
graph (a) above it. They are almost a sketch copy of
one another. As food is so infused with fossil fuels,
so its price is largely determined by the value of fos-
sil fuels, not simply the costs of land or labour.

It was ‘The Green Revolution’23 which created
this iron-link between fossil fuels and food produc-
tion, due to the far higher use of mechanisation and
chemical inputs. That didn’t matter in the 1960s,
when in 2020’s value, a barrel of oil cost $14.50.
Now that price has risen four to six times, it creates
a new problem: There may be food, but many, es-
pecially in the Global South, can’t afford to buy it.

The final graph (c) shows cereals production and
population — and then calculates the global share of
cereals ‘per person’. The effects of the Green Revo-

cause of the oil price rise. That then caused food
prices to rise in the 1990s as production fell.

From the late 1990s, as prices rose, corporate fi-
nance poured into the global commodity farming
sector. That expanded the land under intensive pro-
duction, boosting supply per-person into the 2000s.
At the same time, though, it increased the
clearance of forests25 and uncultivated land —

Since the early 2000s, to keep profits flowing,
agriculture around the globe began to consolidate —

has led to falling farm incomes around the globe,
even though retail prices have been rising.

Today, producing bulk agricultural commodities is
structured around very large, often global compa-
nies. Agricultural consolidation, rather than taking
the economic risk directly, has out-sourced opera-
tions to companies managing land under contract.

works via the large outsourcing companies who
own those technologies, not traditional farmers.
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Look at graph (c) again: Naotice that population is
rising faster than cereals production?
Within the next.decade or s034 there is a big

Even without rising population, climate change
makes it difficult to maintain the amount of cereals
per capita — once again driving prices.

If that sounds like the capacity problems in the oil
industry, then it's because both industries are based
on the same extreme models of economic financiali-
sation, out-sourcing, and short-term profit seeking.

Whether people like to talk about it or not, rising
human populations are a factor too — but that's not
as significant as feeding intensively produced crops
to animals in industrialised meat production sys-
tems, to satisfy the demand for meat eating that
arises with greater affluence. Just like the lack of
spare capacity in the oil market, these factors are
driving this system towards its breaking point.

It's not just a question of that iron-link to fossil
fuel prices. Farming a large amount of single com-
soon that trend of ‘progress’ is likely to halt due to
either climate change, oil depletion, or because the
nature of this system is destroying.the fertility 76 of
the land farming relies upon. Put simply, reliance on
cereal production is another ‘limit to growth’.

Allotments and market gardens
(highlighted) in Banbury, ~1949-1954

‘Rewilding’ versus ‘rewilding humans’

In a system operating at its physical limits, short-
ages of capacity, and how those shortages are or-
ganised or deliberately manipulated, translate into
groups who want to take 30% of global farmland out
of production, and see no drawbacks to this.

How the food debate is framed is increasing dis-

and technological mechanisms — those very same
mechanisms that have created the biodiversity cri-
sis since the adoption of The Green Revolution.

Neoliberal economics dictate that changing agri-
cultural practises must not change the underlying
economic, and especially property rights systems
that underpin modern agriculture. No one in govern-
ment or policy circles is arguing for ‘radical change’,
only for the ‘reform’ of these existing practices.

If we could have a completely open choice — with-
out beholding the elite landowners and economic
interests — what could we do?; and are those ideas
any more realistic than ‘rewilding’?

The picture below shows my home town, Ban-
bury, around 1950: ~19,000 people, and hundreds
of allotments spread all around the edge of town.
Those gardens — some of them operated commer-
cially by people who lived in the town (such as my
Great-Grandad) — supplied vegetables, meat, and
dairy products to homes and local shops.

This was not ‘recreation’. From the 1930s, up to
the 1970s and 1980s economic downturns, these
plots were essential to the well-being of local fami-
lies. Most had been built-upon by the late 1980s.

I know what many will be thinking at this point:
“Modern farming is more efficient”.

BT This is not accurate:
Modern farming is more
‘economically efficient’,
in terms of the revenue
generated; in terms of
the calories of food pro-
duced per unit of land,

: : XL
This image is composited
from three separate aerial
photographs taken between
1949 & 1954. 1 shows the
extensive allotment gardens
that surrounded the town -
many of which had been in
use since the First World
War. By 1980, most of these
had been built-over.

farming generates are
far worse.
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As the main measure of
progress, the ‘consensus’
debate on agriculture is
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starkly different; yet these

metrics are rarely raised.
One of the most

world’s food supply is grown by ‘small farmers’ (on
plots less of than 2-hectares), using only a quarter
of the farmed land area. In other words, small farm-
ers are producing a third more food per unit area of
land than larger, more intensive operations. The re-
search also shows that waste in the supply chain is
greater for large farms, serving the commaodities
market, than small farms serving the local area.
The leading edge of agro-ecological research46
focusses on how to eliminate external inputs in food
production. Globally, small farmers do not use com-

tices. They use various, often locally evolved
‘integrated polyculture’48 techniques, that maximise
food production by growing multiple crops in the
same space. The ‘cost’ of that is using higher levels
of human labour rather than machines.

farmers using these techniques were able to main-
tain yields with 70% less inputs; while in compara-
ble South American states, large farmers were still
increasing inputs just to maintain production levels.

Syst! 51 showed production levels 36% to 100%

higher than equivalent monoculture operations.
“OK”, you might think, “but allotments still don’t

solve the biodiversity crisis”. Think again.

that small-scale low impact cultivation on urban al-

lotments can easily match the productivity of large-

scale intensive monoculture. And in a more recent
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Figure 2 Share of the consumption domains in the environmental load (direct and indirect, all regions).
Nijdam et al., Environmental Load from Dutch Private Consumption

shows that urban agriculture can be more produc-
tive than intensive systems, with the potential to re-
quire far lower resource inputs.

area. It identifies the ecological footprint of the aver-
age Dutch consumer (broadly similar to England):
‘Food’ is the single largest part of the individual's
lifestyle — more than housing. The fact is, by taking
ten calories to get a calorie of food in your mouth,
on average, per person per day, this puts more en-
ergy our mouths than into the average house.

A study published in April found that those in the
affluent states need to cut their resource use by

able world. This is beyond any measure of techno-
logical or systemic efficiency to achieve.

direct and land-use emissions.
In many different ways, as shown in research

use and emissions. Why then does the ecological
debate not discuss ‘rewilding the humans’ instead?
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The ‘Right to Food’ Revisited: The Cost of Living Crisis & the Coming Crash

The return of hunger in ‘a land of plenty’

Why spend so much time and effort looking at the
economics of oil and food? It demonstrates the link
between industrialised agriculture, and the way
people are forced to live in urbanised societies. But
the greater issue here is how we break that link.
sums up the current predicament of ‘the poor’:

“If they do not give you work, ask for bread. If they

do not give you work or bread, then take bread.”

‘Hunger’ never really went away in England. As |

decades before the richest in society; and that a
large amount of ill-health in Britain today has a di-
rect link to the modern diet65.

Poverty, and being forced to live in that condition,
is directly related to access to the land and food.
These are not recent developments: People were
driven from the land over the course of four-hun-

'68; and this historic trend of top-down prejudi-
cial control continues under Universal Credité®.

The mainstream political and economic debate
assumes that everyone eats intensively produced,
highly processed food from supermarkets. What

— cannot participate in that lifestyle?; even when in
full-time employment. This is the issue at the heart
of the ‘cost of living crisis’ today; but for the poorest
in Britain, this has been day-to-day reality not the

agriculture, ‘food sovereignty’, and access to the

means of producing food, has become a rallying
point for community organisation. In the Global
North — where the importance of food was ignored
in the shift from ‘humans being’ to ‘humans con-
suming’ — land rights, access to land, and producing
food, has been eliminated from political debate.
Irrespective of how powerful a policy change it
would be — to reduce carbon emissions, consump-
tion, and improving diet — allowing people to move
‘back to the land’74 in England, or creating exten-
sive plots around urban areas, is never going to
happen by any ‘reasonable’ means; because a

As Buckminster-Fuller said, “You never change
things by fighting the existing reality. To change some-
thing, build a new model that makes the existing
model obsolete.”

That's why we need a truly radical project to ad-
dresses access to food, and low-cost low-impact
lifestyles. The only way we’re going to change the
current system is not through ‘reform’, but by ren-
dering its economic rules and priorities obsolete.

The current global food crisis — created by the
Green Revolution, and driven to extremes by the
agricultural specialisation, consolidation, and out-
sourcing — is reason enough to change. That sys-
tem simply doesn’t work. At the same time, the eco-
logical crisis is a function of that globalised system,
and it will not be solved until we reverse that trend.

The fact is, the benefits of low impact and inte-
grated polyculture cannot happen unless a de-in-
tensification of farming takes place. That inevitably
means shrinking farm sizes, which requires more
people in the landscape growing food. That's not
going to happen overnight, and so the half-way
point of urban populations having access to land to
grow food is an essential first step in that process.

Imminently, as the oil & gas price spike moves through the economic cycle in the next
year or so, fuel and food price rises will create a global recession. More disruptive, though,
are changes to what or where food is grown — due to the rising price of inputs - that might
affect food availability for perhaps two or three years ahead, compounding price rises. That
will provoke riots in the Global South; and as people fall into destitution, perhaps here too.

There IS an alternative, but that cannot work within the current ideology of economics and
property rights. We need to move beyond those arbitrary historic restrictions: To re-value
food, the land, and access to the land, to create the transformation of society demanded by
the ecological crisis, and the worsening crisis’’ of the ‘limits to growth’.
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