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MISCELLANEOUS PUBLICATION NO. 705

Washington, D. C. Issued October 1949

A GRAPHIC SUMMARY OF WORLD AGRICULTURE
By Reginald G. Hainsworth, Principal Economic Geographer,

OflBce of Foreign Agricultural Relations

INTRODUCTION

'pHE PRODUCTION of crops throughout the
world is derived from about 2.47 bilUon acres

of cuhivated land, or appro.ximately 7.5 percent of

the earth's 32.6 billion acres of land (not including

the Antarctic, and the arms of the sea extending
mland). It has been estimated that another 7.5

percent of this land is used for such agricultural

purposes as permanent meadows and pastures.

The cultivated land of the world is very unevenly
distributed among countries and continents and
in relation to population. Adding to this imbalance
are the effect of such factors as variance in crop
yields, the land use pattern, kinds of soils, and
condition of the land.

Since the largest part of the world's food supply
and agricultural raw materials for industry are

produced on the cultivated land, it is very signifi-

cant in measuring the agricultural productive
capacity as well as that of the industries closely

associated with agriculture in the various countries
in the world.

Table 1.

—

Total land area, cultivated land, and
population, by continent or couniry, percentage of
the world total

Percentage of

—

Continent or country World
land
area '

World
culti-

vated
land

World
popu-
lation

Asia (excluding USSR) .

Per-
cent

18.6
17.3
16. 1

3.7
13.2
24. 1

7.0

Per-
cent

32. 9
21.2
16. 8
16.3
5.7
5.6
1.5

Per-
cent

53. 1

North America. 8 2
Soviet Union 7. 6
Europe (excluding USSR) 17. 9
Middle and South America
Africa

5.0
7. 7

Australia and Oceania . . 5

Total 100.0 100.0 100.

' Does not include the area of the Antarctic regions

The population of the w^orld is about 2,264
million persons. Dividing the estimated cultivated
land (2,470 million acres) by this figure gives an
average area of cultivated land per capita through-
out the world of about 1.1 acres.

Asia (excluding USSR) has more than one-half
of the world's population with less than one-third
of the cultivated land area. North America, on the
other hand, with only about 8 percent of the world's

population, has more than 21 percent of the

cultivated land. In the remainmg continents,
excluding Australia and Oceania, percentages of

the world's cultivated land and population are

about equal. Australia and Oceania, have the
most favorable balance, but this area has little

cultivated land.

The two countries having the largest areas of

the world's cultivated land are the United States,

with 17.6 percent, and the Soviet Union, with 16.8.

In relation to cultivated land, populations in

these countries are small—as table 2 shows.
The 15 countries given in table 2 have more

than 75 percent of the world's cultivated land and
more than 62 percent of the popidation of the

world. In the United States the area of land in

cultivated crops amounts to 22.8 percent of its

land area and to 17.6 percent of all the cultivated

land in the world. This is as much cultivated
land as Europe (excluding USSR) has, yet the
population of Europe is about three times as great.

The United States, the Soviet Union. India, and
China have 1,408 million acres of cultivated ianil.

or about 57 percent of the world's total cultivated

land.

The combined population of these 4 countries
amounts to more than 1,100 million persons, about
half of the world popidation. Among these

coimtries, however, the acres of cultivated land
per person varies widely, from 0.29 acre per person
in China to 3.13 acres i)er person in the I'nited

States. Of the 15 coimtries tabulated. Australia
ha.s the lowest percentage of its total land area
cultivated—oidy 1.7 percent—with 4.7 acres per
person. Poland has the largest percentage—
nearly 50 percent—but has less than 1.5 acres per
person.

The United States has a greater crop acreage
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per capita than any of the other great nations of

the world, except the sparsely settled countries of

Canada, Australia, and Argentina. The large

amount of cultivated land, plus the additional land
used for other agricultural activities, is in striking

contrast to the agricultural economy of those

countries that have great densities of population.

(See population map, fig. 20, and cultivated lands

of the world, fig. 8.)

In this publication the cultivated land of the

world includes the area in field crops, forage,

gardens, and tree and bush crops (excluding un-
cultivated growth), rotation meadows, and fallow

land. Permanent meadows, pastures and range-
lands, woods, forests, unproductive land, and so-

called uncultivated productive land (unused arable

land) have been excluded wherever possible.

Where the livestock industry contributes a large

share of the agricultural economy in a country,

there are usually large acreages of permanent
meadows, pastures, and range lands, which are

not cultivated. In such countries the population
dependent on agriculture, as represented by culti-

vated land, appears to have a greater density than
would be the case if all types of agricultural land
were classified as cultivated.

The United States not only has the largest area
of cultivated land in the world but also has exten-

sive areas of permanent meadows, pastures, and
range lands, which are used for grazing livestock.

The abundant supply of meat products derived
from the livestock industry, plus the crops pro-

duced on the cultivated land, gives the United
States a well-balanced agricultural program, which
only a few countries are fortunate enough to have.
The population in the United States has in-

creased nearly 100 percent during the past 50

years—from slightly over 75 million to more than

148 million persons—while the cultivated land
increased only about 10 percent. This greater
population pressure upon the food supply has
been more than offset by the improved methods
of farming, resulting in increased yields per acre
of crops as well as larger outputs of products per
animal unit.

Cereals are the most important crops grown in
the world. The total acreage of wheat, rice,

corn, oats, barley, and rye averaged 1.21 billion

acres in the period of 1935-39 and 1.17 billion

acres in the 1946-48 period. Almost half of all

cropland is devoted to cereals. Wheat, rye, and
rice are utilized mainly for human consumption,
whereas corn, oats, and barley are used mostly for
feeding livestock.

In addition to the acreage of the cereal crops
shown in table 3, the world acreage of potatoes
averaged 52.8 million acres for the period of
1935-39 and 51.4 million acres for the 1946-48
period. Sugar-beet acreage averaged 8.1 milhon
acres for 1935-39 and 8.0 for 1946.

The actual area of land in the world still adapt-
able for agricultural purposes cannot be adequately
measured by any one criterion. In addition to the
cultivated land actually used and now reported
in various statistical data, there is still some
cultivated land not reported, much land that could
be plowed and cultivated, and some that could be
developed as pastures for livestock grazing. The
extent of potential cultivated land will be deter-

mined to a great degree by the types of soils,

topographic condition of the land, length of the
growing season, annual and seasonal rainfall, as

well as transportation and cultural background
of the people of the country in which the land is

being brought into production.

Table 2.

—

Distribution of cultivated land among the 16 countries having more than 75 percent oj the world's

total cultivated land

Country

United States
Soviet Union
India
China'
Argentina .

Canada
Germany
France
Poland
Spain
Iran
Manchuria and Jehol
Italy
Australia

Total

Acres
cultivated

Thousands
435, 000
414, 000
382, 610
177, 718
64, 395
63, 385
49, 918
49, 338
47, 219
44, 556
40, 795
38, 386
35, 610
34, 865

1, 877, 795

Cultivated
land as per-
centage of

total land

Percent
22. 8
7.9

37.9
13. 8
9.3
2.9

42. 8
36. 3
49. 2
35. 6
10. 2
11. 9
47.9
1.7

Cultivated
land per
capita

Acres
3. 13
2. 43
.98
. 29

4. 56
5. 29
.72

1. 22
1.47
1.65
2. 47
.89
.77

4.71

Percentage
of world
cultivated

land

Percent
17.6
16.

"8

15. 5
7. 2
2.6
2. 5
2.

2.0
1.9
1.8
1.6
1. 5
1. 4
1. 4

75. 8

22 Provinces (Sikang and Sinkiang not included).



Table 3.

—

Acreage of 6 principal grains by con-

tinent or country, 1935-39 and 1946-48 averages

[MiUior1 acres]

Wheat Rice

Continent or

country 1935-39
average

1946-48
average

1935-39
average

1946-48
average

North America
South America
Europe
Asia
Soviet Union
Africa
Oceania

84.2
20.5
74.4
107.9
104.

13. 8
13.3

418. 1

96. 6
17. 2
66. 7
113.3
79.0
13.6
13. 5

1. 4
3.0

. 6
1%. 9

. 4
4. 2

2.5
5.2
.6

195.3

rl
. 1

World total. 399.9 206.5 211.

Corn Oats

Continent or

country 1935-39
average

1946-48
average

1935-39
average

1946-48
average

North .\merica
South America
Europe
Asia
Soviet Union
Africa
Oceania

103.2
25.0
29. 6
34. 2
10.

18. 5
.3

98. 5
21. 1

28.4
36. 1

6. 9
19.6
.3

49.0
2.5

35.9
4.

49. 5
1. 2
1. 7

52. 2
2.2

32.4
3.9

35.5
1.3
2.0

World total- 220.8 210.9 143.8 129. 5

Continent or
country

Barley Rye

1935-39
average

1946-48
average

1935-39
average

1946-48
average

North America
South America
Europe. . . .

-

15.5
2. 1

23. 1

26. 6

37. 8
10. 3

. 7

18.3
2. 9

22. 2

38.

20. 5

8. 2

. 9

4. 5
1. 1

33.3
. 9

60.8
. 1

3. 2
1. 6

27. 8
Asia 1.

Soviet Union
Africa
Oceania .

72.

. 2

World total. 116. 1 111.0 100. 7 105. 8

country

Total cereals

Continent or
1935-39
average

1946-48
average

North America. 257.8
54. 2
196.9
370.5
262.5
4S. 1

16.0

271. 3
South America 50. 2
Europe 178. 1

Asia 387. 6
Soviet Union 214. 2
Africa 49. 9
Oceania .. 16. 8

World total. 1, 206.0 1. 168. 1

C L. Alsberg ' estimates that the land now in

arable use, together with pasture or grazing land
that could be transferred merely by plowing,
would make a total of about 6.4 billion acres.

In addition he states that there is probably about
the same number of acres not arable but suitable
for grazing or for tree crop>s.

The following maps of the world's agriculture
were designed to compare the geographic distri-

bution and density of the production of the more
important crops and farm animals in the United
States with those in foreign countries.

The graphs at the bottom of the dot maps help
to visualize the relative imi>ortance of the United
States in the world's agricultural production.
The uniform-sized dots, employed to show distri-

bution of the crops and livestock, do not permit
an easy computation of totals. The value of the
dot, however, is shown for each map, and from the
various graphs, the acreage and production of the
important countries can be approximately deter-
mined. Because of the distortion resulting from
any attempt to represent the curved surface of the
earth on a flat map, the ratio of dot area to land
area is not the same in all parts of the map. A
Van der Grinten projection has been used in mak-
ing these maps because the Western Hemisphere
is intact on the left side and the world's great
island (Asia, Europe, Africa) on the right. The
fact that all the maps are on the same projection
affords an easy comparison of the various factors
shown.

The p>opulation map was prepared by using
small dots for the distribution of people in the
rural areas and in towns and small cities having
under 100,000 population. The various symbols
were used to represent the urban centers—cities

with 100,000 or more people. This map should
have been reproduced on one of the first pages in

this publication, but to give it adequate space,-

the center spread, pages 24 and 25 were used
instead.

When the population map is compared with the
geographic-factor maps in the front of the publica-
tion, the distribution dot maps of the crops and
livestock, as well as with the international-trade
maps, one gets an e.xcellent picture of the papula-
tion pressure areas of the world as related to the
surplus agricultural-producing areas and also to

those areas that are undeveloped agriculturally.

The international traile maps showing selected

commodities are given for prewar years and 1946-
48 to help visualize the agricultural international
trade picture. Because of the limited size of the
publication and the lack of color to show imports,
the maps were made in solid lines for e.xpKirts and
dashed lines or alternate broken bands to show
imports. The export countries are shown sepa-
rately by black circles and the imports are shown

These data were taken from Foreign Crops and Markets,
issued by Office of Foreign .\gricultural Relations, U. S.
Department of Agriculture.

' C. L. Alsberg, the food ."^ipplt anp the migration
PROCESS limits OF LANO SETTLEMENT, edited by Isaiah
Bowman, Council on Foreign Relations, 1937.

1J43960 O - 49



by squares but are consolidated in areas like

Europe to simplify the visual effect of the map.
The question of the productivity of the soil to

furnish food for ever-increasing populations has
been an important one for some time and will be
for years to come. This question is related to

many physical factors, and production from the

areas not now cultivated will no doubt be expen-
sive projects in most cases where new areas are

opened up.

The length of time that the soil of a given area

has been under cultivation is an important con-
sideration. It is closely related to the mainte-
nance of soil fertility, the number of people culti-

vating the land, and to the climate of the region.

Such climatic factors as temperature, rainfall,

and prevailing winds affect both type and fertility

of soil, as well as the health of the people.

If we compare the United States of America
with China, we note that in the United States a few
p«)ple are scattered widely over a broad virgin

land with more than 3 acres of cultivated land to

every man, woman, and child, whereas in China
the people are toiling in fields tilled for ages and
have less than half an acre of land per capita

because more than half of China is uncultivable
mountain land.

The nature and fertility of the soil is closely

related to the means and methods of sustenance
and has greatly influenced the distribution pattern
of population throughout the world. In recent

years, however, this influence has not been so

great as it was a few centuries ago, because of the
ease with which foodstuffs are now transported
from place to place. Also, food can now be pre-

served for long periods by such processes as

canning, freezing, drying, pickling, and dehydrating.
To increase the food supplies of the world, more

good soil area and higher yields from the present
cropland are needed. Soils are responsive to
proper management. Their productivity depends
on the balance of plant nutrients and on physical
condition, structure, consistency, and plasticity.
Water-logged soils must be drained; soils in arid
areas must be irrigated and made fertile by in-
creasing plant nutrients in the soils ; and conserva-
tion practices must be applied in mountainous
areas or on steep slopes, where erosion is a primary
factor.

Considerable improvement in agricultural pro-
ductivity in the undeveloped areas could be
obtained by exchanging knowledge among coun-
tries through working agreements of experienced
technicians. Through this technical collabora-
tion, more efficient types of plant life and produc-
tive methods could extend the area of agricultural
production as well as increase the crop and live-

stock yields, thereby increasing the food pro-
duction of the world.
The temperature may be too cold, too hot, or

too uneven to grow any crops or to allow a growing
season sufficiently long for crops to mature. Ac-
cording to estimates of various authorities, from
15 to 30 percent of the total land area is too cold

for agricultural production. There are also large

areas in arid regions where it is too hot or dry for

most crops.

The rainfall may be too little, too much, or too

uneven to grow crops. Here again, estimates vary
from 15 to 40 percent as to how much of the land

area is deficient in rainfall.
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U.S. DEPARTMENT OF AGRICULTURE

Figure 20.—The population of the world is estimated to be about 2,264 million persons. The total area of the
earth's surface is 197 million square miles, of which 142 million square miles are covered by water, whereas the land area
is only 55 million square miles.

About 10 million square miles of the total land area is located in areas either covered by ice and snow, or in areas too
dry to be habitable. About half of the remaining 45 million square miles is very sparsely settled. This leaves only about
22.5 million square miles of land to support the bulk of the human population.

Three-fifths of all the people in the world are located in the densely populated areas of Asia and in certain areas of

26



NEG. I 138 OFFICE OF FOREIGN AGRICULTURAL RELATIONS

Africa and Latin America where there is no (lecline in birth rate, ti>e death rate is lower, and the ^rowtli in population

is great. One-fifth of the population of the world live in southern Europe, the Soviet Union. Japan, and certani other

areas of .\sia, Africa, and Latin America, where there is a decline in birth and death rates. .\nd one-tifth of all the people

in the world live in Western Kurope, North America, Australia, and New Zealand where the population is stable or slowly

increasing.

There are 687 cities in the world having a population of 100,000 and over. Of these only t3 have a population more

than 1,000,000 persons.
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TOTAL POPULATION AND PERSONS PER SQUARE MILE
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U.S. DEPARTMENT OF AGRICULTURE

Figure 20.—The population of the world is estimated to be about 2,264 million persons. The total area of the
earth's surface is 197 million square miles, of which 142 million square miles are covered by water, whereas the land area
is only 55 million square miles.

About 10 million square miles of the total land area is located in areas either covered by ice and snow, or in areas too

dry to be habitable. About half of the remaining 45 million square miles is very sparsely settled. This leaves only about
22.5 million square miles of land to support the bulk of the human population.

Three-fifths of all the people in the world are located in the densely populated areas of Asia and in certain areas of

26

NEG, 38 OFFICE OF FOREIGN AGRICULTURAL RELATIONS

Africa and Latin America where there is no decline in birth rate, the death rate is lower, and the growth in population

is great. One-fifth of the population of the world live in southern Europe, the Soviet Union, Japan, and certam other

areas of Asia, Africa, and Latin America, where there is a decline in birth and death rates. And one-fifth of all the people

in the world live in Western Europe, North America, Australia, and New Zealand where the population is stable or slowly

increasing.
There are 687 cities in the world having a population of 100,000 and over. Of these only 43 have a population more

than 1,000,000 persons.
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DAIRY PRODUCTS; OUTPUT IN TEN PRINCIPAL PRODUCING AND
EXPORTING COUNTRIES

AVERAGES 1934-38 AND 1946-48 percent of total dairy

BILLIONS OF POUNDS PRODUCTS. N EACH CLASS

I 2 3 4 5 6 7 80 25 50 75 100

UNITED STATES

FRANCE

NETHERLANDS

GERMANY

NEW ZEALANO^

UNITED KINGDOM

AUSTRALIA

ITALY

DENMARK

CANADA

1 = /3i/. 1934-38

2= Av. 1946-48

' CANNED
BUTTER MILK

CHEESE DRIED
MILK

^^^^mm<y:m

WEL

SM
^^

I I

SM
E<m

^^^m^y-m^

U S DEPARTMENT OF AGRICULTURE OFFICE OF FOREIGN AGRICULTURAL RELATIONS

Figure 31.—The United States is the outstanding dairy-producing country in the world. Nearly 5

billion pounds were produced annually in the prewar period 1934-38 and more than 8 billion pounds annually

in the 1946-48 period.
The United States is also the leader in the production of dairy products—butter, cheese, canned milk,

and dried milk. Butter production has declined in recent years in the United States, but cheese and canned
milk production has just about doubled.

Milk diverted to manufactured products was utilized differently in the various countries, depending on the

dietary customs and the price patterns.
Note the changes that have taken place between the prewar and the 1946-48 period as indicated in the

above chart.
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MILK PRODUCTION AND UTILIZATION IN SPECIFIED COUNTRIES

AVERAGES 1934-38 AND 1946-48

PERCENTAGE OF MILK USED
BILLIONS OF POUNDS IN EACH CLASS

25 50 75 100 125 25 50 75 100

UNITED STATES

GERMANY

FRANCE

UNITED KINGDOM

CANADA

ITALY

AUSTRALIA

DENMARK

NETHERLANDS

SWEDEN

U S DEPARTMENT OF AGRICULTURE NEG 1165 OFFICE OF FOREIGN AGRICULTURAL RELATIONS

Figure 32.—The United States had nearly 24 million milk cows during the period 1934-38. This was
more than the total number in the next 3 largest producing countries— (lonuany, France, and Canada. The
United States produced more than 105 billion pounds of milk annually in U)34-3S, about 2 times a.-; much as
Germany, the next largest producer, with 53 billion pounds.

The United Kingdom had the largest milk production i^er cow—5,583 pounds: Sweden. 5,327: and Germany,
5,270. About 60 percent of the milk of the United Kingdom was used as fluid milk, SO percent of the milk in
.\ustralia was converted to butter, and 2(i percent of the milk in Italy was made into chee.se. Italy also u.sed

22.5 percent of its milk as feed, exceeded only by France, where 23.9 percent of the milk was so utiliied.
The United States used 4.4 percent of its milk as canned milk and the United Kingdom, 3.5 percent.
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