Harvest for
the world
With a global population expected to hit nine billion by 2050, the question of how to feed every mouth has
never been more pertinent. Food production must increase – sustainably – alongside better distribution.
But the obstacles are socio-economic as well as agricultural, as Robin Fearon finds out
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upcoming generation of scientists who’re able
to take that knowledge and disseminate it in
their home countries.’

An expensive business
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‘UK laboratories’ missions have never been as important, nor
has biological knowledge ever offered such great potential’

Increasing global food security is not simply
a matter of developing sustainable farming
techniques. Health, economic development,
trade and environmental issues all come into
play. Regional and global economic crises
and chronic underdevelopment make the
situation particularly bad in the developing
world (however, even in the US an estimated
©AP Photo/Duncan Vranic

30 million people are unable to buy enough
food to maintain health). The overall mean per
capita income of ‘black Africa’ is no higher
now than it was in 1960 and the region has
less economic weight now than it did then.
However, real prices in the domestic food
market have increased in the past few years.
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opening up access to markets and reducing
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focusing on food research and innovation.
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‘In the next 50 years we will have to produce
as much wheat as has been produced in the past
10,000 years. We will reach the point where it is
a choice of water for people or for agriculture’

is a complex plant: its chromosomes are

be best implemented in a matrilineal society.

five times larger than the human genome. If

‘My study outlines a strategy of sitting down

Moore’s work to select wheat traits – such as

with local people to understand their needs

disease resistance, drought or salt tolerance

and reach a compromise to work together.’

from wild varieties – is successful it means
the product can be bred to grow in harsh

Alongside social and educational projects

conditions on environmentally poor soil.

such as Chanza’s is equally important

Further information

land to both male and female siblings can

Food Climate Research Network
www.fcrn.org.uk
John Innes Centre
www.jic.ac.uk/corporate/index.htm
Global Food Security
www.foodsecurity.ac.uk/index.html

scientific research. At the John Innes Centre,

‘In the next 50 years we will have to

an international centre of excellence in plant

produce as much wheat as has been

science and microbiology, Professor Graham

produced in the past 10,000 years. It’s a

Moore is busy cracking the wheat genome.

mindblowing statistic. And we have to do it

Moore’s work has shown that all cereal

on reduced water inputs, because we will

genomes have a similar structure, retaining

soon reach the point where it is a choice of

University of Reading’s Centre for Food Security

whole genetic sequences, which means they

water for people or for agriculture.’

www.reading.ac.uk/research/CentreforFoodSecurity/

can be compared more easily. ‘I call this

OneWorld – the human rights and sustainable
development website
http://uk.oneworld.net/guides/food

res-centreforfoodsecurity.aspx

synteny,’ he says. ‘It allows a rice geneticist

British universities have an exciting research

to talk to a wheat geneticist.’

base that can deliver innovative solutions to

The United Nation’s Food and Agriculture Organisation

food security problems. But sustainability is
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He has also identified genetic markers that

vital – science and society together must find

allow breeders to select the best traits for

lasting answers to the question of how we

breeding populations. Wheat in particular

provide food for a hungry planet. !
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