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Malthus, Cousteau, And Schultz: 

Does Foreign Agricultural 
Development Have a Future? 
Thirty or forty years ago it simply was taken for 
granted that assisting struggling nations to develop 
their agriculture was the keystone of adequate food 
supplies, alleviation of poverty, and permanent 
progress. American know-how had a substantial role 
to play in that effort. And it did. Today, obviously, 
the situation has changed. 

The declining Significance of foreign 
agricultural development 
It is clear that agricultural development has moved 
down substantially on the priority list of U.S. for
eign affairs . While we still are sickened by the 
graphic pictures of starvation-in Somalia and the 
Sudan, for example-we treat these catastrophes 
more or less as anomalies rather than the result of 
systemic agricultural problems. We provide mas
sive humanitarian aid in these and other critical 
situations, but we no longer hear the clarion call 
for "war on world hunger" as we did some thirty 
years ago. 

Just think back to such milestones as the "Green 
Revolution" launched by the Rockefeller Founda
tion in Mexico and the International Rice Research 
Institute in the Phillippines, or AID's (Agency for 
International Development) land-grant universities 
program in India, or the CIGAR (Consultative 
Group on International Agricultural Development), 
with its proliferation of international institutes, or 
the work of the Board for International Food and 
Agricultural Development (BIFAD). In those early 
halcyon days, the prominence of agriculture in for
eign development was totally recognized and widely 
accepted. 

Even when we moved on to the era of "basic 
human needs" and the "poorest of the poor," the 
drumbeat on the importance of agriculture contin
ued. With the pace of rural-urban migration just 
beginning to pick up, the poorest of the poor in 
most less-developed nations still subsisted on agri
culture, and assistance was urgently required if they 

and their city cousins were to be fed. 
Today, agriculture as a priority target appears to 

have taken a back seat. My recent experience in 
reviewing U.S. foreign assistance and drafting a new 
mission and legislation for the Agency for Interna
tional Development was illuminating in this re
gard. The list of problem areas needing attention 
was lengthy, as usual, but in our discussions I was 
struck by the lack of emphasis on agricultural assis
tance. It took much sustained effort to ensure that 
such assistance had a greater priority in the AID 
mission. I would add that it also was more difficult 
than I had imagined to include American universi
ties as part of the response to the problem areas 
AID wished to address. 

Why the lower priority? 
Why has foreign agricultural development become 
a lesser priority in our foreign policy formulation? 
There are at least three causes. 

The decline in funding for foreign 
development 
The fust reason, as usual, has to do with money. 
Funding for all foreign development activities is in 
decline, and within available funding, the portion 
allotted to agriculture is even smaller. The Organi
zation for Economic Cooperation and Development 
(OECD) recently reported that official development 
assistance by all its members fell by 8 percent from 
1992 to 1993. All nations combined provided less 
than three-tenths of one percent of their gross na
tional product-the lowest percentage in the last 
twenty years. 

The United States' record has been particularly 
egregious. Since 1985, U.S. funding for foreign aid 
has declined by 27 percent! According to the 
OECD, America is second-to-Iast among twenty
one developed nations, providing less than one per
cent of its federal budget for foreign assistance. 

The decline in OECD-member spending is fur-
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ther exacerbated by explqding demands placed on 
aid funding for emergency and humanitarian pur
poses. Jessica Matthews recently wrote: ''This year 
(1994), the United Nations will spend five times 
more on refugees and peace-keeping than on eco
nomic development." U.S. aid is likewise affected; 
each time there is a Somalia, Bosnia, or Rwanda, 
funds previously allocated for development are 
tapped for these emergency purposes. 

To give a better historical perspective of aid's 
deterioration, let me quote from a just-released re
port by the U.S. Congressional Budget Office: "Out 
of every dollar of federal spending in the United 
States, only a little more than a penny now goes to 
foreign aid. By contrast, overseas assistance ac
counted for about a nickel of every federal dollar at 
the beginning of the Kennedy administration, and 
over a dime during the Marshall Plan years." Against 
this backdrop keep in mind that agriculture today 
gets short shrift in what we do spend. 

Photo courtesy Front Lines. USAID 

The environmental "take-over" 
The shortage of money is an obvious deterrent to 
greater foreign development efforts, but a perhaps 
more subtle cause is the growth of influence of the 
environmentalists over that of those who might be 
called the "developmentalists." 

I remember the late forties when many of us 
entered what was an exciting crusade to solve pov
erty and hunger, and attack the ills of that two
thirds of humanity that eked out a bare subsistence 
from the soil. Agriculture was the crux, and foreign 
development assistance was the key, and it remained 
so through the seventies. 

The environment has become the crusade of the 
eighties and nineties. And while this new crusade 
initially was domestic in focus, the cause has quickly 
spread to embrace the globe. It is as though every
one has now stopped following Nobel Laureate Ted 
Schultz and has started sailing the seas with Jacques 
Cousteau. 

Today, agricultural development is linked with 
pesticides or rain forests or milk stimulants or spot
ted owls or minke whales, and it is often attacked 
as anti-environmental. Of course, when starvation 
is seen on evening television, the focus will turn to 
food- but it usually is on food flown in from 
abroad and not on indigenous domestic produc
tion. The news story will invariably add something 
about drought or overgrazing or a failed agricul
tural scheme. Sometimes, the story is used as a lead 
to highlight the 1994 conference on population
with a bow to the Reverend Malthus, although the 
argument rarely ties population growth to the 
growth in food production. 

Please understand that I am not denigrating the 
environmental movement and the need for vigi
lance and counteraction. The depletion of the ozone 
layer, unchecked destruction of the rain forests, reck
less use of pesticides, acid rain, erosion, ovemshing 
and other transgressions are of vital concern to this 
and future generations, and it is high time that 
they are recognized as such and appropriate steps 
are taken. 

However, it often ill behooves the "haves" who 
arrogantly criticize on environmental grounds the 
actions of "have-nots" who want to feed themselves. 
What the haves should be doing is helping the have
nots learn modern, efficient methods that will be 
less-environmentally destructive while improving 
quality and yields. I can think of no greater benefit 
to the world and to those who inhabit it. 

The "political economy" of development 
A third element in this causal chain is the extent to 
which political factors have supplanted economic ones 
in influencing and controlling foreign development. 

History has taught us-the hard way-that pro-



fessional politicians often approach the issues to be 
resolved from a quite different perspective than do 
the agricultural development professionals. Devel
opment experts tend to take a rather broad view of 
the total problem and link the possible solutions: 
how to raise crop yields, manage the water supply, 
improve farm-to-market transportation, and so forth. 

Politicians, on the other hand, often favor areas 

According to the DEeD) America is 
second-to-last among twenty-one 
developed nations) providing less 

than one percent of its federal 
budget for foreign assistance. 

from which the ruling party draws its support, en
dorse competing uses of available funds particu
larly for burgeoning urban areas, resist foreign in
tervention and restrictions that might result, resist 
land reform, or simply fail to understand the broad 
implications and benefits of agricultural develop
ment. In its worst manifestation, politics may use 
food as a weapon, as we saw in Somalia, Ethiopia, 
and the Sudan, where warring factions disrupted 
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crop growth and food distribution. Hundreds of 
thousands died as a result. Domestic politics does 
affect development. 

Also, we must keep reminding ourselves that 
there are equally important "political" dimensions 
to bilateral and multilateral relationships in the de
velopment field. The United Nations and its agen
cies, along with the various regional organizations, 
are playing an increasing role in what happens on 
the development front. Whether it is UNDP 
(United Nations Development Program) or ASEAN 
(Association of Southeast Asian Nations) or the Af
rican Development Bank or the OAS (Organiza
tion of American States)-all have a political di
mension. And clearly, international trade, especially 
in agriculrure, has major political ramifications, 
whether it is GATT or NAFTA. 

I have been greatly concerned that more candid 
dialogue on political issues of agricultural develop
ment is long overdue. Indeed, I believe we should 
adopt a stronger position on political actions that 
impinge on food policy and its implementation if 
our development efforts are to be effective and have 
lasting benefit. 

I am aware that this is a sensitive subject, but we 
cannot ignore the fact that political actions that 
negatively affect widely accepted agricultural policies 

(continued on page 24) 
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can have a reverberating multiplier impact on other 
nations. Look at what' the hordes of refugees fleeing 
from war and starvation can do to the strained econo
mies of neighboring countries, for example. 

These issues provide a test for today's agricul
tural development expert that we seldom consid
ered in the post-World-War-II era when we were 
less sophisticated about political intervention. 

Is assistance for agricultural 
development still needed? 
After my list of reasons why we have turned away 
from assistance for foreign agricultural development, 
one may lose sight of the tremendous need for 
such assistance. With the world population grow
ing at the rate of over 90 million a year, and mega
cities taking away both the farmer and the farm
land, new and more efficient production methods 
must continually be devised to ensure that the world 
will be adequately fed. 

While we can take pride and pleasure in the 
number of countries that have "graduated," many 

Among the several failings in our 
current foreign policy, the one which 

I find to be most irrational is the 
failure to recognize and take 

preventive action which will avoid 
foture problems. 

Third World countries remain locked into poverty. 
Their mix of resources, land-to-population ratios, 
environmental issues, weather, and drought prob
lems are particularly intractable. In these areas, sus
tained poverty can easily erupt to crisis situations. 
Then the cost in human misery and money to pro
vide humanitarian aid, to a Somalia or a Rwanda 
for example, far, far exceeds what it would have 
taken to prevent the occurrences in the first place. 
Among the several failings in our current foreign 
policy, the one which I find to be most irrational is 
the failure to recognize and take preventive action 
which will avoid future problems. 

Every time a Somalia or a Rwanda takes place, 
we spend countless millions, even billions, to deal 
with food relief, refugees, orphan children, disease, 
and eventually peacemaking and then peacekeep
ing. Human misery, dramatically and forcefully 
brought to us live on evening television, forces a 
humanitarian response. And yet, each time, we al
low these costs to reduce expenditures on precisely 
those measures that might have prevented these 
ourbreaks in the first place. We must break this 
short-sighted, self-defeating cycle. 

In 1976, I gave a speech to the World Food 
Conference at Iowa State University on feeding 
mankind. I conclude here with the same thoughts 
with which I ended that speech of eighteen years 
ago. 

"When I look at the key world developmental 
issues over the next twenty-five years-food policy, 
population policy, distributive justice, resource 
'wars'-I have concluded that most solutions will 
be rooted in the ability of the political processes, 
both national and international, to deal with them 
effectively. And remember that if the political pro
cess fails to deal with these basic human issues of 
hunger and survival, the inevitable alternatives will 
be growing interpersonal violence, domestic up
heaval, and wars." til 
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