Questions exploring the benefits, detriments & trade offs of modern agriculture.

Analysing modern Agriculture as Technical System - Technical, Cultural & Organisational Ethical Issues
Nicky Ison Ben Valentine & Monika Baumann

Some things to chat about around a dinner table, in a food co-op or your friends

Disclaimers:

We are not addressing genetically modified food and it’s uses in this exercise as it is an entire technical system in itself. The notes
provided are the issues we considered in developing the questions and outline some potential issues to raise when exploring and
answering the questions

1. Is the cheap, stable food supply attained through modern agriculture worth the decline of rural
communities and degradation of the natural environment?

You might want to consider....
Modern agriculture provides a stable, cheap food supply by:
o Overcoming many natural limitations by technical means (technical). Examples:
= Lack of natural soil nutrients — use artificial fertilizer
= Inconsistent or inadequate water supply — irrigation systems
= Insects, fungus and other plants — pesticides, fungicides and herbicides
= Low yields — high yield genetic strains through selective breeding
o Existence and management of surplus (organisational) provides a buffer between supply and demand
o Mechanisation (tilling, sowing seeds, harvesting, fertilizing, transporting, irrigating, etc.) (technical)
= Allows large farms/plantations (organisational) — economies of scale
Allows production of large surplus
= Overcomes natural limitations (above)
=  Decreases labour required — lowers production cost
Efficiency of production through monoculture
o Economic rationalism, commercialism and competition not co-operation (cultural, organisational)

Some implications for rural communities resulting from the above:

O Mechanisation -> less labour required -> fewer jobs -> people move away (generally to urban areas) -> farming
communities dwindle -> rural services decline -> communities dwindle further and people move away

o Environmental degradation leads to long term productivity declines, creating poverty

o Markets drive food prices lower, middlemen take bigger cuts, input costs increase, farmers get less money, resulting in
poverty and debt

o Dependence on forces outside community



O

Large scale markets make it more difficult for farmers to bargain collectively -> less control of prices -> farmers must
sell for less

Some implications for the natural environment:

O
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Use of chemicals (technical)
=  Sometimes destroys beneficial microoganisms in the soil
=  Runoff of fertilizers, pesticides etc
e causes algal blooms

¢ chemical pollution in waterways, soil and living creatures (e.g. Humans and fish)

Monoculture (technical)

= Lack of genetic variation means whole crop is susceptible to insects, fungus, disease, etc. -> need for more

chemicals

= Pests build tolerance to chemicals, more harmful chemicals needed

= Loss of biodiversity
Land degradation (technical)

= Erosion, especially with crops requiring tilling

= Soil compaction from use of heavy machinery

= Loss of natural nutrients due to intensive planting

® Land clearing to create farmland (organisational)
Extraction of fossil fuels required to create petrochemical inputs
Long distance transport — food miles which contribute to climate change

Discussion of the tradeoffs: ethical debate
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Benefit for ‘humanity as a whole’ vs. small populations (macro-scale vs. micro-scale)

Argued as solution to world hunger- moral conundrum: people starving vs. environmental and community suffering
Arguably the only way to feed current population size, distribution and organisation. Should community and
environmental issues interfere with ‘progress’? Or should society change?

Some examples e.g. Cuba and India — Green Revolution

Is agribusiness (a principal component of the modern agricultural system) beneficial or detrimental to
society?

You might want to consider....

What is agribusiness?
Role of agribusiness in the modern agricultural technical system:

o

Provide inputs (technical)

o Large collection of capital required for innovation (e.g. new chemicals, seed varieties and other technical aspects)

(organisational)



Benefits:
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‘Feeding the World,” particularly urban areas (organisational, technical)
Decrease in malnutrition in some parts of the world (cultural)

Grey area — discuss how it can be a benefit or detriment:
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Source of innovation e.g. HY Vs and GMOs and associated issues (technical)
Bio piracy — The traditional knowledge of crops, seed strains and farming methods ‘stolen’ by corporations and
patented. (cultural)
Patents and associated issues — can someone own life? (organisational)
Providers of inputs — power taken from farmers (organisational, cultural)
To expand business necessary in culture of economic growth, agribusiness can pressure countries and producers to
adopt forms of production suitable for the use of their products. Specifically, large farms, high chemical input,
monoculture. This can push out local businesses and make small-scale and subsistence farming comparatively
uneconomical and undesirable. (cultural, organisational)
Have Economic, Technical and Social power and influence from (organisational)
= Wealth
=  Controlling food — essential for life
Self feeding system (organisational)
= Good for business
=  Compound power
= Can spin out of control
Major capitalist corporations and associated issues (e.g. exploitation!) (organisational, cultural)
Subsidies — agribusinesses can receive subsidies when they don’t really need the money. However, does potentially
increase employment, innovation and GDP of the host country. (organisational)
A belief in (cultural)
= Taming the environment
= Addressing starvation
High yields and monoculture are good
= Economic efficiency

Detriments:
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o Push their own agenda with little regard for non-economic concerns through (organisational)
= (Close relationship with government though political lobbying- can interfere with democracy (benefit
of corporation over citizens)
=  Benefit from debt of poor countries — tied aid and cash crops — technology transfer
o Disempowering farmers, making them dependent on agribusiness (cultural)

Is self sufficiency important? What effect has modern agriculture had on self sufficiency at a local and
national level?

What is self sufficiency?

o
o
o

Producing what is needed
Not relying on external inputs
Family, community or national scale

Why is self sufficiency desirable?
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Food security

Knowledge of production methods

Strengthened community

Control over all levels of production — absence dependence (cultural, organisational and technical)



Why isn’t it desirable?

O O O O O O O

Limit of available products

Eliminates the possibility for large scale economic growth
Arguably would not sustain The Earth’s current human population
Difficult in highly urbanised society

Seen as regressing socially and organisationally

Large scale technological growth unlikely

Potentially impossible in a globalised world

Modern agriculture has all-but eliminated self sufficiency and/or a decrease in self sufficiency has allowed the rise of
modern agriculture (chicken and egg situation). Some mechanisms by which this has occurred and their effects are:
o National Scale:

Global export markets

Debt & tied aid

Free trade vs. protectionism

Cash crops not staple crops (e.g. South producers — tea, coffee, chocolate etc), relies on imports (e.g. rice to
Bali)

Food security (organisational)

o Local Scale:

Regions produce one crop- people need multiple crops to eat

Regions reliant on one crop — when crop fails, region fails

Displacement of people, loss of identity with land, sense of place

Disempowerment & poverty (cultural and organisational)

Rise of big farms- Fewer people control land use thus less control over own land & related psychological and
cultural issues

Gender issues — in some parts of the world there is shift from women doing the majority of farming to men
operating machines

o Both national and local:

Displacement and loss of traditional forms of agriculture (e.g. Seed saving) (cultural and technical)
Dependence on agribusiness (organisational)
Food wars — with decline in productivity, resources scarcity can result in conflict

4. Modern agriculture has disconnected food production from consumption. What implications does this
have for consumer societies? Would they justify an overhaul of modern agricultural system?

You might want to consider.....



o Negative Implications

o Positive

Demand for standardisation — food must appear identical and perfect, thus more inputs needed in production
(cultural)
Dumping food — result of overproduction, more inputs used than necessary, consumers pay for wasted food
(organisational)
Loss of respect for food - wastage, disposable society (cultural)
Disconnection from production related environmental problems (cultural)
Disconnection from natural environment — humans are mentally separated from the natural environment, lack
of understanding of our interconnectedness (cultural)
Lack of understanding what we eat — less regard for food quality and chemical content (e.g. processed food,
preservatives) (technical and cultural)
Food as an advertised commodity (cultural, organisational)

* Appearance and durability (for transport) over taste

*  Excessive packaging
Stupermarkets, multinationals (cultural, organisational)

*  Supporting distant communities while middlemen profit instead of local community

* decline of family businesses

* decline of local communities

e stranger society

e lack of trust

Less to worry about, simplify life (cultural)

Easier to judge a product exclusively on economics, not other factors (positive or negative)
Demand for standardisation — know what you are getting (cultural)

Allows people to use more of their time for other things- innovation, etc. (cultural, technical)
Choice, all year ‘round — removal of seasonality (cultural, technical)

Guilt free food fights

A call for an overhaul?

Disconnection alone doesn’t necessarily justify an overhaul. However, considering other factors, there is much room for
improvement on our current agricultural system. Would an overhaul mean more people would starve? Is it possible to
justify starvation?

5. Is skip dipping (aka. dumpster diving, urban foraging, etc.) exploiting the unfortunate realities of the
downfall of our society at the hands of evil capitalist agribusiness, or is it just a good way to get free
bread and chocolate?

Yes, but why pay for food when you can take it out of the waste stream for free?



