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Something for Everyone

1988 World Food Conference: Proceedings.
Edited by Johin W Helmuth and Stanley R Johnson
Ames Unwersity of Towa Press, 1989, 2 voluntes 589
pages, 835 93 each volume (hevdeover)

Reviewed by Carl C Mabbs-Zeno

The fow th World Food Conterence brought togethe:
many of the best known resea:chers on international
agrieultm al economies to consider the problems of food
production and distiibution In contrast to the fist
two conferences in this series, held in 1974 and 1970,
the theme this time reflected a consensus that global
food production capacity was mote than keeping pace
with needs, even while hunger was incieasing In fol-
lowing this theme, most papers placed 1esponsibility
for problems in human orgamzation, intei preted as
governmenl policy, rather than mn revouice
endowment

These proceedings are o1rgamzed mto two volumes,
one on policy (fewer than 100 pages) and the other on
18sues The mitial policy statements by eminent polity-
cal figures 1n agnicultwie undergnd the emphasis on
policy 1n the subsequent issues papers The papets are
brief, and most are focused and written well enough to
stand alone m malung a useful point Together the set
of papers provides an encyelopedia of the domimant
views on global agricultuie, written by some of then
principal proponents Like an encyclopedia, contro-
versy 1s mmmimized by moving quickly to new topies,
although thal tendency 15 pat tially offset by publishing
1eactions fiom conference paiticipants at the end of
each group of 2-5 papers

Following the diverse discussions by pohticians that
open the fiist volume, the 1ssues section 1anges Nom
ethical 1eflections to implications ol specific policy
reforms to policy recommendations Enhanced food
secutrity 1s p1obably the cential goal underlving most
of the ptesentations

Among the common stiands woven mto many of the
papeis 15 the debate over mmportance of encouraging
exports to enhance national economic development
Since all the authois a1e knowledgeable about the pro-
gress of this debate, they are aware that exports ate
inereasmgly seen as ciitical to growth and develop-
ment Seveial cite the World Bank's 1936 Wao:ld
Development Reporf as the document that finallv
establishes the link between trade and development
The agreement of these authors with the World Bank
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may demonstrate wheile the mammstieam lhes, but 1t
does not end the debate. and a few papers prepaie us
for the generation of pioblems that wil! follow from
widespread application of fiee t1ade

The contribution by M Peter McPherson, who was
admimistrator of the U S Agenev for International
Dexelopment during 1981-87 and a deputv secretary of
the U S Treaswv at the time of the conference, sup-
ports export orientation Even though his article 1s
more measured than some of his statements else-
where, 1t contamns signs of his glee at the emerging
international policy consensus Both McPherson and
Secretary of Agticulture Clayton Yeutter (the othe
U S Government official represented 1 this volume
and the tormer U S Tiade Representative) aie con-
fident that Lhe science of economics stands fumly
behind then trade hiberalization polictes Unfor-
tunately for pohiticians, economics 1arely embr aces any
policy without reservation

The conventional altetnative to export orientation,
self-sufficiency, 1s treated sympathetically 1n a pape:
jointly authored by two officials of the Mimistrv of
Agriculture 1n Indonesia and an offielal fiom Agiicul-
twe Canada They separate different policies dunected
at self-sufficiency from the goal itself, and find that
government mvestment n agriculture has an enviable
tecord mm assisting development They jomn the con-
sensus n decrving import restiictions, but laud self-
sutficiency as an effective political and econonue pohey
direction for developing nations

Alex McCalla, chair of the Techmieal Advisory Com-
mittee, Consultative Group on International Agii-
cultural Research and a professor at the Umiveisity of
Cahforma at Davis, brings a nongovernmental view-
point to the debate His view 1s 1efreshing 1n 1t<
wilhngness to accept 4 complex and conditional answer
to a question phrased in global dimensions His anal-
ysis of marginal returns to mcieasing levels of self-
sufficiency rehes on the most fundamental economie
traditions of seeking a poliey balance within the avail-
dble options He 1s conditioned toavoid seeking a free
lunch and, instead, shows us what t1adeolfs are neces-
sary 1n each of several types of developing economies

This collection s summary statements on poliev and
155ues belong 1n the university classioom The most
interesting papers for most researchers are likely
those covering topics outside personal specialties
because, with such bret treatment of any particular
subject, there 1s little news lor the speaiahist By
avoiding the most transitov 1ssues, however, the vol-
umes achieve a timelessness that 15 essential for pro-
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ceedings teleased well over a year after the
conference For a society geared to news bytes, these
proceedings cover mternational food policy n a famil-
jar format Even if each paper 1s actually more than a

byte, the volumes basically offer hght, but occasionally
provocative, reading, much of which will appeal to
agricultural economists from all branches and levels of
the profession
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