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GLOBAL VOICES 
 
Global Voices was established in February 2011 as a non-profit private company limited by 
guarantee through a grant from the British Council. We are now funded through partnerships with 
Australia’s leading universities, the corporate & philanthropic communities and Government. 

We are based in Melbourne, with six part-time team members all aged 25 and under. Our board of 
directors is chaired by The Honourable Peter Lindsay, a former Parliamentary Secretary for Defence. 

Global Voices selects, funds, prepares and then coordinates delegations of Australia’s future leaders 
to a variety of major international events. We also run a domestic events program designed to bring 
Australia’s future leaders face-to-face with key international decision makers over a small, intimate 
working meal. 

Our vision is to see young Australian leaders having influence on the world stage. 

Our mission is to provide opportunities for young Australians to engage with international policy 
both at home and abroad. 

 

WORLD BANK AND INTERNATIONAL MONETARY FUND  
 

The World Bank is a global financial institution with the explicit aim of reducing poverty throughout 
the world. 

The International Monetary Fund is an organisation of 188 countries, working to foster global 
monetary cooperation, secure financial stability, facilitate international trade, promote high 
employment and sustainable economic growth, and reduce poverty around the world. 

The Spring Meetings are a keystone forum for the discussion of issues of global concern. At the core 

of the gathering are the meetings of the IMF’s International Monetary and Financial Committee and 

the joint World Bank-IMF Development Committee. The Spring Meetings also feature numerous 

seminars, workshops, briefings and other events relating to the global economy, international 

development and the world’s financial markets. 

 

BRYN SMITH 

Bryn Smith, 22, is a Bachelor of Arts/Bachelor of Law student at James Cook University. He has been 
the President of Townsville University Toastmasters and is interested in the relationship between 
poverty, food security and agricultural productivity. 
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Abstract 
 
The food price crises of 2007-08 and 2010-11 have exposed fundamental weaknesses in the global 
food security network. A strong agriculture and a world free from poverty are the only true way to 
create a world free from hunger. The World Bank, as an international agency, and Australia, as a 
developed country, are strategically placed to combat food insecurity at the global and regional 
levels. The World Bank’s global reach allows it to advise and assist many countries in key areas, 
namely in the use of fertilisers, upgrading transport infrastructure, biofuels and water management. 
Australia has several opportunities to improve its national food system and bolster its international 
credibility as a source of agricultural science, technology and trade. The food price spikes may be 
over, but the looming threat of climate change and growing populations makes the development of 
a food-secure world a priority, for all nations and all peoples. 

Recommendations 
 

1. The World Bank should adjust its measurement of ‘extreme poverty’ from US$ 1.25 a day to 
a monetary amount that is sufficient to obtain an adequate daily food intake. 
 

2. The World Bank should promote the reduced use of fertilisers and coordinate the 
development of soil fertility-improving technologies. 
 

3. The World Bank should assist in the creation of efficient transport infrastructures to lower 
the impact of fuel prices on food security. 
 

4. The World Bank should recommend that agricultural production shouldn’t be sacrificed for 
biofuels, and advise all countries to have dedicated farmland so as to ensure production 
elasticity during food price shocks. 
 

5. The World Bank, to ensure more efficient use of water, should introduce water management 
programs that take into account projections on lack of rainfall from climate change. 
 

6. Australia should create a federal office and federal minister to coordinate the economic 
sectors responsible for ensuring food security. 
 

7. Australia should increase its research and development focus on agriculture, and form 
bilateral and multilateral scientific-exchange relationships. 

 

Introduction 

Farming is the bedrock of civilisation. Ever since the ancient Mesopotamians first ploughed the soil, 
irrigated their land, and began rearing livestock, food production has been the first and most basic of 
systems necessary for human settlements. Now, millennia after the farming culture was established, 
there are still many people in the world suffering from hunger. One in eight people, approximately 
842 million, were reported as being undernourished in 2011-13,1 with a further two billion found to 

                                                
1
 Food and Agriculture Organisation of the United Nations, International Fund for Agricultural Development & 

World Food Programme, The State of Food Insecurity in the World 2013: The multiple dimensions of food 
security, Food and Agriculture Organisation, Rome, 2013, p. ii. 
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be suffering from ‘hidden hunger’, a deficiency in critical nutrients such as zinc, iron and vitamin A.2 
Those living in poverty and extreme poverty around the world are highly vulnerable to spikes in food 
prices, and must eat less or poorer-quality food, which has long-term nutritional consequences.3 
Such spikes have already occurred, in 2007-08 and in 2010-11,4 with such spikes resulting in a net 
increase of 44 million more people living in poverty.5 These high and volatile prices are major threats 
to food security in developing countries.6 Despite the subsiding of food prices, the two recent price 
spikes have revealed deep structural and organisational inadequacies in the world agricultural 
market.7 Policies such as foreign aid and remittance (the flow of income from foreign workers back 
to their home countries) are short-term measures at best, and the only long-term solution is to 
address the cause of food price spikes and volatility by investing in agriculture.8 This paper will 
provide several recommendations on what the World Bank and Australia can do at a macroeconomic 
level to improve global food security, and in doing so reduce the number of undernourished people. 
There will be an examination of the elements of food security, with an analysis of the World Bank 
and Australia as agents for reducing global hunger. Practical recommendations for the World Bank 
and Australia will be throughout this paper. The data used here will be quantitative in nature and 
taken from monitoring agencies around such as the World Bank, Food and Agriculture Organisation 
of the United Nations and the International Fund for Agricultural Development. Due to the different 
literatures at play and the staggered temporal impacts the food price peaks had on the world 
markets, the food price peaks will be referred to as the 2007-08 peak and the 2010-11 peak, as 
numerous academics and reports refer to either year in either peak.  

 

Food Security 

 

A) Elements of Food Security 

 

The concept of food security is defined as being when “all people, at all times, have physical and 
economic access to sufficient, safe and nutritious food that meets their dietary needs and food 
preferences for an active and healthy lifestyle”.9 From a functional standpoint, food security has four 
indicators: the availability of food in sufficient quantities and with appropriate nutritional value; 
physical and economic access to food, that is, when adequate transport and storage infrastructure 
exists and the population has the requisite income to purchase food; utilisation of that food, which 
involves having access to adequate water and sanitation facilities so that the food is not lost through 
illness or is unclean when consumed; and stability over time, judged by a nation’s import of food and 

                                                
2
 World Bank Group, Food and Nutrition Security, World Bank Group Brief, Washington DC, 2012, p. 1. 

3
 Poverty Reduction and Equity Group, Food Price Watch, World Bank, 2011, p. 7. 

4
 World Bank, Responding to Higher and More Volatile Food Prices, WB, Washington DC, 2012, p. 1. 

5
 Poverty Reduction and Equity Group, loc. cit. 

6
 World Bank, op.cit., p. 3. 

7
 P. McMichael & M. Schneider, ‘Food Security Politics and the Millennium Development Goals’, Third World 

Quarterly, vol.32, no. 1, 2011,  p. 120-21. 
8
 JL Combes, C Ebeke, M Etoundi & T Yogo, ‘Are Foreign Aid and Remittance Inflows a Hedge against Food Price 

Shocks?’ IMF Working Paper, WP/12/67, 2012, p. 22. 
9
 Food and Agriculture Organisation of the United Nations, Declaration of the World Summit on Food Security, 

FAO, Rome, 2009, p. 7. 
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public order.10 It can now be seen that food security is a delicate system. For instance, poor 
infrastructure and disruptions in supply have the potential to cause price fluctuations within a nation 
that appears to have adequate food security.11 It is also not enough to have plentiful food when 
there are not enough roads or railways to transport it, or when the majority of the population is too 
deep in poverty to afford it. From this, we can begin to see the inextricable links between food 
security and poverty, which will be discussed later. 

 

B) Food Prices in the Last Decade 

 

The World Bank has reported that the amount of undernourished people worldwide has decreased 
by 17 per cent since 1990-92.12 However, food demand has outstripped food supply over the last 
decade.13 Prices have risen dramatically over the last decade, with the World Bank Food Price Index 
increasing by 188 per cent between January 2000 and June 2008.14 The 2008 peak was reached again 
in February 2011.15 The graph below contains the two recent food price peaks in 2007-08 and 2010-
11, in both nominal and real terms. 16 How major agricultural products were affected can be seen in 
the next graph.17 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1 - Food Price Index with the two most recent global price peaks18 

 

                                                
10

 Food and Agriculture Organisation of the United Nations, International Fund for Agricultural Development & 
World Food Programme, loc. cit.  
11

 Poverty Reduction and Equity Group, loc. cit.  
12

 Food and Agriculture Organisation of the United Nations, International Fund for Agricultural Development & 
World Food Programme, loc. cit.  
13

 Poverty Reduction and Equity Group, op. cit., p. 2. 
14

 World Bank, op. cit., p. 1. 
15

 Ibid. 
16

 Food and Agriculture Organisation of the United Nations, ‘FAO Food Price Index Rebounds Strongly’, Food 
Price Index, Rome, http://www.fao.org/worldfoodsituation/foodpricesindex/en/ updated 6 March 2014 
(digital graph). 
17

 Poverty Reduction and Equity Group, op. cit., p. 1 (digital graph). 
18

 World Bank, op. cit., p. 1. 

http://www.fao.org/worldfoodsituation/foodpricesindex/en/
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Figure 2 - Affect of global price spikes on major agricultural products19 

 

The spikes have demonstrated food prices exhibiting extreme behaviour in comparison to the period 
between five and twenty years ago. Since December 2005, food prices have increased by 98 per cent 
in nominal terms, and 56 per cent in real terms. Corresponding increases in grain were at 120 per 
cent nominal, and 75 per cent real.20 The 2007-08 food peak was felt mainly by grains, but the 2010-
11 food peak had a larger impact: first, it was 15 per cent higher than the 2008 peak; and second, it 
resulted in broader agricultural commodity price increases in products such as sugar, edible oils, 
beverages and animal products.21  

 

Links between food security and poverty 

 

A) Poverty and Agriculture 

 

The link between food security and poverty is strong, but not absolute. The poverty line was defined 
by the World Bank as being US $1.25 a day, and as of 2012 there are 1.2 billion people living in 
poverty.22 Poverty and undernourishment have decreased alongside each other, albeit at different 
rates. Between 1990 and 2010, undernourishment went from 24 per cent to 15 per cent in 
developing regions, while poverty went down from 47 per cent to 24 per cent.23 Two and a half 
billion people in developing countries relying on agriculture for their livelihoods,24 and 75 per cent of 

                                                
19

 Poverty Reduction and Equity Group, op. cit., p. 1 (digital graph). 
20

 World Bank, loc. cit. 
21

 Ibid. 
22

 Ibid., p. 3. 
23

 Food and Agriculture Organisation of the United Nations, International Fund for Agricultural Development & 
World Food Programme, op. cit., p. 20. 

24
 Food and Agricultural Organisation of the United Nations, Climate Change, water and food security, FAO 

Water Reports, Rome, 2011, p. 17. 
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the world’s poor live in rural areas.25 Developing countries also produce two-thirds of the world’s 
agricultural product.26 While it is logical to think higher food prices would assist those in rural 
poverty, the impact can actually be negative, since income is determined by what is sold, not what is 
produced.27 The impact of high food prices on both rural and urban poor was found to be generally 
adverse.28 The 2010-11 peak alone pushed 68 million people back into poverty, with 24 million 
escaping poverty, leaving a net poverty increase of 44 million.29 There are fears of repeat crises and 
their consequences for the global poor.30  

 

B) Undernourishment 
 

High food prices lead to levels of undernourishment. Consumers lack the purchasing power to obtain 
minimum of nutrients, calories and proteins necessary for daily activities. In fact, the 2007-08 food 
price spike increased the number of undernourished people by an estimated 63 million. There is also 
a shift in priorities away from non-food items, such as education and healthcare. Substitution is not 
usually an option, so the poor are forced to lower their food consumption. Discrimination within the 
household occurs, especially against women and children.31 In the long term, undernourishment can 
cause the nation’s human capital to suffer, hindering tax revenue and economic growth due to 
increased mortality and disease susceptibility. It also results in a decline in the cognitive 
development of children. A malnourished child has potentially a 10-17 per cent reduction in lifetime 
earnings capacity, which flows on to damage the future human capital of the nation, and potential 
GDP losses of two to three per cent. Indeed, malnutrition is both a result and cause of poverty.32  

 

C) Inconsistencies between Poverty and Hunger  
 

Despite this, there is not a one-to-one correlation between hunger and extreme poverty. Countries 
such as Nepal, Swaziland and Vietnam show high levels of extreme poverty but relatively low levels 
of undernourishment.33 In these countries, the cause of poverty is less directly linked to food 
production, and more due to other economic factors.34 Nicaragua is a particular anomaly. In 2005, 
12 per cent of Nicaraguans were living in extreme poverty, with 25.5 per cent being chronically 
undernourished.35 This irregularity was due to a flaw in methodology; specifically, that a person 
living on two dollars per day is above the extreme poverty line, but is not significantly advantaged 
compared to one living on or below the poverty line of US $1.25 per day. Such was the case in 
Nicaragua, with 32 per cent of the population living on 14.6 cordobas (US $2) a day, which was not 

                                                
25

 World Bank Group, Results 2013, WBG, Washington DC, 2013, p. 16. 
26

 Ibid. 
27

 M. Ivanic & W. Martin, ‘Implications of higher global food prices for poverty in low-income countries’, Policy 
Research Working Paper, No. 4954, 2008, p. 2. 
28

  Ibid., p. 18. 
29

 World Bank, loc. cit. 
30

 Ibid., p. 1. 
31

 Ibid., p. 4. 
32

 World Bank, loc. cit. 
33

 Food and Agriculture Organisation of the United Nations, International Fund for Agricultural Development & 
World Food Programme, op. cit., p. 27. 
34

 Ibid.  
35

 Ibid. 
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enough to obtain the necessary amount of daily calories.36 Decisions on food security can therefore 
not be based solely on poverty levels, but must include daily food consumption data. This has 
troubling ramifications for the World Bank, as their primary goal of decreasing the number of those 
in poverty may not immediately lead to a less-hungry world. The World Bank should amend its goal 
of poverty reduction, and select a dollar value that will consistently allow economic access to 
adequate food. It is strange that such a measurement is not already in place, since the World Bank’s 
Poverty Reduction Schemes Sourcebook specifically refers to an absolute poverty line being based 
on ‘estimates of the cost of basic food needs’ and ‘a nutritional basket considered minimal for the 
health of a typical family’.37  

 

Food Security and the World Bank 

 

A) Overview 

 

The World Bank is an international financial institution established in 1944. Comprising of 188 
member countries, it is a source of technical and financial assistance with the goal of fighting 
poverty and boosting prosperity.38 The World Bank is consists of two subsidiary agencies, the 
International Bank for Reconstruction and Development and the International Development 
Association. While there are two separate agencies in the World Bank, it is appropriate, in this 
paper, to treat them as one organisation, with the goal of fostering growth and reducing poverty in 
the world’s poorer countries through financing and technical assistance. Increasing and improving 
food security is critical to the World Bank’s mission of poverty reduction, but it faces many 
challenges, such as water and land scarcity, climate change, energy prices and food price inflation.39 
However, these are all symptoms of a more fundamental cause: a worldwide growing population, 
expected to reach 9.2 billion by 2050.40 To be precise, a 70 per cent increase of food production by 
2050 will be necessary, with an annual rate of increase of 44 million tonnes, made worse by the 
discovery that current farming practices are unsustainable.41 The long-term goal is to meet the 
requirements of the extra two billion people who will be on this planet in the next 26 years. The 
World Bank is one of the few agencies capable of delivery globally-coordinated assistance to the 
world’s poorer countries, who will feel be hardest hit by events such as climate change.42 

 

 

B) Energy and Fertilisers 

                                                
36

 Ibid. 
37

 A Coudouel, J Hentschel & Q Wodon, ‘Povery Measurement and Analysis’ (ed.), Poverty Reduction Schemes 
Sourcebook, World Bank, Washington DC, 2002, p. 27-69. 
38

 AusAID & World Bank, Australia and the World Bank Group Partnership: Unlocking potential, achieving 
results, World Bank and the Government of Australia, Canberra, 2012, p. 1. 
39

 MA Hanjra & ME Qureshi, ‘Global water crisis and future food security in an era of climate change’, Food 
Policy, vol. 35, 2010, p. 371. 
40

 Prime Minister’s Science, Engineering and Innovation Council, Australia and Food Security in a Changing 
World, PMSEIC, Canberra, 2010, p. 20. 
41

 Prime Minister’s Science, Engineering and Innovation Council, op. cit., p. 21. 
42

 World Bank Group, The World Bank Group Strategy, WBG, Washington DC, 2013, p. 8. 
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Food production is an energy-intensive process, requiring energy for cultivation, harvest, processing, 
packaging and transportation. Energy shortages and price increases will compromise food security.43 
Increases in energy prices feed into the cost of production by raising the cost of using farm 
machinery, irrigating and fertilisers; in the US alone, it was estimated that 3 per cent of total natural 
gas consumption went towards the production of nitrogenous fertiliser.44 Transportation and 
shipping also becomes more expensive, affecting food importers.45 It is important to ensure efficient 
use of energy and dramatically increase local food production, as the current system of transport is 
extremely dependent on petroleum.46 For example, crude oil prices increased the prices of five food 
commodities (maize, wheat, rice, soybeans and palm oil), with, on average, a 10 per cent increase in 
crude oil associated with a 3 per cent increase in food prices.47 In broader terms, from 2004-07, the 
rise of crude oil prices by 89 per cent was accompanied by a food price increase of 84 per cent.48 
Fertilisers are also an unsustainable drain and inefficient use of energy. Widespread application of 
fertilisers has been found to be unsustainable,49 yet demand for fertiliser is expected to grow by 60 
per cent by 2025.50 The global efficiency of nitrogen fertilisers has been found to be as low as 30-40 
per cent. This means that less than half of all nitrogen fertiliser is actually used by the crop, with the 
remaining 60-70 per cent leaving the soil, and entering the groundwater and atmosphere.51 

Increased efficiency in fuels and fertilisers can improve food security. To maximise the impact of 
fertilisers, farmers will need to adopt micro-farming approaches, targeting specific plants instead of 
entire fields; and, instead of scattering it over the topsoil, place fertilisers deeper within the 
ground.52 An ideal scenario would be making fertilisers redundant through new technologies, such as 
“zero tillage”, currently being developed in India, in association with Australia and Brazil. Zero tillage 
increases soil fertility, water levels and reduces fuel costs due to a reduction in ploughing.53 Fuel 
costs can also be further reduced by ensuring efficient transport systems. A World Bank study of 10 
Arab countries found these countries were, on average, paying twice the amount per imperial ton of 
wheat than the Netherlands. This was due to the Arab countries having outdated equipment and 
low throughput capacity. When examining the Arab countries, the placement of grain silos and mills 
near ports was found to reduce Bahrain’s transport costs to 0.01 per cent of GDP, while Jordan’s 
less-concentrated silo network resulted in transport costs of 0.15 per cent of GDP. The World Bank, 
with the goal of ensuring adequate food production systems, also created the Global Food Response 
Program,54 which would go on to  maintain or improve critical infrastructure, such as roads, canals, 
water infrastructure and bridges.55 Such programs took place in Bangladesh, Comoros, Ethiopia, 
Guinea, Guinea-Bissau, Haiti, Madagascar, Nepal, Sudan, Sierra-Leone, West Bank and Gaza, and 
Yemen. The World Bank is capable of providing finance to improve transport infrastructure, 

                                                
43

 MA Hanjra & ME Qureshi, op. cit., p. 372. 
44

 Prime Minister’s Science, Engineering and Innovation Council, op. cit., p. 24. 
45

 MA Hanjra & ME Qureshi, op. cit., p. 368. 
46

 Ibid., p. 372. 
47

 J Baffes & A Dennis, ‘Long-term drivers of food prices’,  Policy Research Working Paper, No. 6455,  2013, p. 7-
8 
48

 P. McMichael & M. Schneider, op. cit., p. 121. 
49

 Prime Minister’s Science, Engineering and Innovation Council, op. cit., p. 21. 
50

 Food and Agricultural Organisation of the United Nations, op. cit., p. 90. 
51

 Ibid. 
52

 Food and Agricultural Organisation of the United Nations, op. cit., p. 90-91. 
53

 Food and Agricultural Organisation of the United Nations, op. cit., p. 91. 
54

 Independent Evaluation Group, The World Bank Group and the Global Food Crisis: An evaluation of the 
World Bank Group Response, IEG, 2013, p. xi-xii. 
55

 Ibid., p. 69. 
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potentially saving countries, such as Jordan, from serious energy expenditure. Such investments 
would also reduce product waste and ensure timely delivery during emergencies.56 

 

C) Biofuels 
 

A range of subsidies, tax exemptions, import tariffs and consumption mandates have led to a large 
increase in biofuel production. Large scale production of ethanol is happening in Brazil, Europe and 
the USA.57 In less than a decade, world biofuel production has increased from 20 billion litres per 
year to over 100 billion litres per year.58 Biofuel production, while a tempting alternative to 
traditional fuel sources such as petroleum and liquefied natural gas, put pressure on food by 
consuming crops and resources traditionally used for agriculture.59 For instance, there has been an 
increase of 27 million hectares in harvested areas for thirteen major crops in the rapid expansion of 
biofuels.60 High oil prices make biofuels competitive with oil and liquefied natural gas, which 
encourages farmers to switch to biofuel production.61 The change of food crop to fuel crop reduces 
food availability and forces competition over smaller numbers of supplies.62 When examined in 
regards to population growth, the increased demand for crops for industrial purposes (feed for 
livestock and biofuels) has caused a food consumption increase 1.4 times the population growth.63 
The simple truth is that biofuelling can hardly prevent starvation and hunger.64 To combat food price 
volatility, nations should be limiting the amount of land allocated towards biofuel production, which 
would allow more flexibility when responding to shocks; essentially, if there is vacant land and corn 
demand suddenly increases, that land can be used for corn production to help mitigate the supply 
crisis.65 Furthermore, government incentives and subsidies should be rolled back, as these are 
promoting the use of crops for biofuel instead of food, and biofuelling should only occur where it is 
economically, environmentally and socially sustainable to do so.66 

  

                                                
56

 Poverty Reduction and Equity Group, op. cit., p. 7-8. 
57

 Prime Minister’s Science, Engineering and Innovation Council, op. cit., p. 27. 
58

 High Level Panel of Experts on Food Security and Nutrition, Biofuels and Food Security, Committee on World 
Food Security, Rome, 2013, p. 55. 
59

 MA Hanjra & ME Qureshi, op. cit., p. 368. 
60

 High Level Panel of Experts on Food Security and Nutrition, op. cit., p. 78. 
61

 MA Hanjra & ME Qureshi, loc. cit. 
62

 High Level Panel of Experts on Food Security and Nutrition, op. cit., p. 57. 
63

 World Bank, op. cit., p. 7. 
64

 MA Hanjra & ME Qureshi, loc. cit. 
65

 World Bank, op. cit., p. 20. 
66

 World Bank, loc. cit. 
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D) Water 

 

Water is a critical component in maintaining agriculture and global food security. Agriculture is the 
dominant use of water, accounting for 85 per cent of global water use.67 More than 80 per cent of 
global crop area is rain fed, and produces 60 per cent of global food output.68 The remaining 20 per 
cent of global crop area is irrigated, providing 40 per cent of the world’s food.69 Water management 
allows farmers to achieve conditions necessary for optimum crop production, especially in locations 
where rainfall is infrequent or irregular.70 However, water sources are beginning to be overtaxed, 
and it is water scarcity that will be the major constraint to food production over the next few 
decades.71 Half a billion live in water-stressed or water-scarce countries and it is expected to rise to 3 
billion by 2025.72 The availability of water resources is one of the major crises with overarching 
implications for many other world problems, including poverty and hunger.73 

Since the problem is scarcity of water and inefficiency of water management, there will be 
enormous pressure use water ‘widely and wisely’.74 Allocation of water will need to be based on 
local hydrological knowledge.75 Several macroeconomic level solutions were suggested for the 
agricultural sector in regards to irrigation: prioritise drought-sensitive farms and ecosystems for 
irrigation investment and facilitating groundwater development in areas with low costs for planning 
and implementation; redirect energy subsidies towards water conservation; integrate climate 
change scenarios into water resources planning; and develop policies with the aim of production 
efficiency and prevent poor water and fertiliser use.76 An ideal example is the World Bank’s Hai Basin 
Project in China, an integrated environmental and water management plan, which concluded in June 
2011 with a “highly satisfactory” performance rating.77 Project goals included the more efficient use 
of water and raising the water quality by reducing pollution.78 Projects such as these should to be 
implemented across the globe in order to conserve and maximise the use of the world’s limited fresh 
water supplies. Broad-level support is needed, and international agencies, such as the World Bank, 
can promote better understanding of water resources and the implications of climate change 
through adaptable strategies and national programmes.79  

 

  

                                                
67

 Prime Minister’s Science, Engineering and Innovation Council, op. cit., p. 23. 
68

 Food and Agricultural Organisation of the United Nations, op. cit., p. 19. 
69

 Ibid., p. 23. 
70

 Ibid., p. 5. 
71

 MA Hanjra & ME Qureshi, op. cit., p. 365-366. 
72

 Ibid., p. 366. 
73

 Ibid., p. 365. 
74

 Food and Agricultural Organisation of the United Nations, op. cit., p. 5. 
75

 Ibid., 99. 
76

 Ibid. 
77

 China and Mongolia Sustainable Development Unit, ‘Implementation, Completion and Results Report on a 
Grant from the Global Environment Facility in the Amount of US$17.0 Million to the People’s Republic of China 
for a Hai Basin Integrated Water and Environment Management Project’, World Bank, Report No. ICR1962, 
2011, p. I. 
78

 Ibid., p. 31 (Annex 3). 
79

 Food and Agricultural Organisation of the United Nations, loc. cit., p. 138. 
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Australia and food security  

 

A) Overview 
 

Australia is a nation of approximately 23 million living on the world’s driest inhabited continent. 
Paradoxically, one of Australia’s strengths is a leading agricultural industry, one that has remained 
strong despite low quality soils, water scarcity and extreme climate variations.80 Australia has proven 
itself as adroit in delivering technological developments to other countries in the region, forging a 
strong research and development base and exhibits skill in human health and nutrition research.81 In 
trade terms, Australia accounts for a mere 3 per cent of global food trade, but exports enough food 
to feed its population three times over.82 More than half of Australia’s land is committed to 
agriculture, including grazing, cropping and horticulture. While the largest amount of agricultural 
land is naturally-vegetated grazing areas, the most farm profit comes from cropping and 
horticulture.83 Food security is a fundamental part of the political stability of the Australasian region, 
and even has the potential to affect national security,84 but Australia’s status as a net food exporter 
makes the odds of a food security crisis remote. Despite this, population growth and climate change 
present a serious threat to Australia’s food exporting and food security prospects.85  

 

B) Australia and the World Bank 

 

Australia is a middle-sized an influential donor, particularly in the Pacific and East Asia, with growing 
contributions to development programs in Africa, the Middle East, and South and West Asia.86 
Working with the World Bank means Australia benefits from the World Bank’s global reach, while 
the World Bank working with Australia allows the best use of Australian expertise in sectors such as 
water, farming, mining and food security.87 The World Bank is unequivocally Australia’s largest 
multilateral partner, with contributions in 2010-11 at $505 million.88 The World Bank’s core funding, 
or funds not allocated for a particular purpose,89 from Australia in 2010-11 was $158.2 million with 
$347.1 million being non-core funding.90 The non-core funding actually comprised some 83 separate 
funding agreements across various countries and aid programs.91 AusAID has even ranked the World 
Bank, along with other multilateral organisations, in numerous areas: the World Bank was found to 
be ‘strong’ in delivering results on poverty and sustainable development, its alignment with 
Australia’s aid priorities and national interests and cost consciousness; ‘very strong’ in regards to 
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contributions to the wider multilateral system, along with transparency and accountability; but only 
satisfactory in the areas of strategic management and partnership behaviour.92 Overall, these 
findings show that AusAID finds the World Bank to be a vital ally in developing and maintaining 
Australia’s multilateral relations. It should be noted that the new Australian government, led by 
Prime Minister Tony Abbott, has decided to merge AusAID and Australia’s Department of Foreign 
Affairs and Trade, a decision which AusAid officials claim will damage Australia’s regional diplomatic 
credibility.93 It remains to be seen whether the new government will agree with AusAID’s 
judgements on the World Bank and if it will continue with that level of funding. 

 

C) Threats and Opportunities to Australia’s Food Security 

 

The new Australian government was elected in late 2013, and is still in the early days of holding 
office. As a result, the government has not released an official policy document, known as a White 
Paper, on agriculture and food security. It is therefore impossible to determine, with certainty, 
whether food security ranks as a priority for the current government. The only sources are from the 
ruling party, the Liberal National Party, and its policy documents. The phrase ‘food security’ receives 
scant mention in party policy,94 with little in the way of operational details. The last significant policy 
development was by the previous government under Prime Minister Julia Gillard. Released in 2013, 
the Australian National Food Plan identified the need for cross-sector cooperation, from agriculture, 
industry and consumers, and sought to ensure Australia had a sustainable, globally competitive and 
resilient food supply that supports access to nutritious and affordable food.95 That objective is 
almost entirely within the definition of food security laid down at the World Food Summit. Though 
the lack of established and operational policy is inconvenient for the purpose of this paper, it does 
not prevent the analysis of Australian opportunities and obstacles in establishing a food-secure 
Australia.  

Australia, as a developed country, is capable of taking steps to ensure food security. The first is the 
development of a national, whole-of-government approach to food, which will encourage 
understanding, communication and innovation in the sector.96 This would ideally be done at the 
Federal level, with the creation of a Food Security Minister. As early as 2010, both major political 
parties included the creation of a Food Security Minister as part of their campaign promises.97 A level 
of coordination at the national level regarding food production is vital, especially due to Australia’s 
reliance on agriculture for the health and wealth of its citizens.98 Australia also needs to increase 
access to its research and development achievements on agriculture. Australia possesses unique 
scientific expertise in farming conditions that are common to many parts of the developing world,99 
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and Australian researchers and policy makers have maintained partnerships with national 
institutions and research programs.100 

Despite the nation’s success in low-input agriculture and farming in harsh climates, few 
opportunities exist for knowledge and expertise to be spread to developing countries, which would 
best benefit from this knowledge. Strong links to global research programs and collaboration need 
to be developed.101 An international focus on research programs will provide Australia an 
opportunity to organise, and effectively, lead the world on developing sustainable farming practices, 
giving Australia an advantage in setting international agendas on scientific and technological 
development; provide access to foreign capital and expertise; build strength in agriculture through 
links with developing countries in the region; create a framework for interaction with the private 
sector; and bring about a new generation of motivated and educated Australian farmers.102 The 
establishment of the Australian International Food Security Centre (AIFSC), with the mandate of 
linking international and private research sectors, is an important step forward.103 The AIFSC has 
already begun creating international relationships, participating in a conference in 2012 and 
receiving delegates from numerous stakeholders in Africa.104 Australia, quite literally, has the 
opportunity to be the world’s leading agricultural research and development centre, and raise its 
credibility across the world. 

 

Conclusion 

 

The food crises of 2007-08 and 2010-11 are over. What however, like a stone cast into a pond, the 
ripples are still being felt. Food prices have declined by 6 per cent according to the World Bank 
Global Food Price Index between June and October 2013, adding to the decline since the all-time 
high of August 2012. Despite this, food prices remain high.105 Policies such as foreign aid and 
remittance (the flow of income from foreign workers back to their home countries) are short-term 
measures at best, and the only long-term solution is to address the cause of food price spikes and 
volatility by investing in agriculture.106 Australia, as a developed nation and a chief food exporter, 
has an opportunity to become the world’s leading scientific and technical authority on efficient 
farming, and can contribute to the development of robust agricultural sectors in developing 
countries. The World Bank is a leading coordinator and financier of infrastructure and agricultural 
projects worldwide. Both are agents that are perfectly positioned to increase global food security. 
Further research would be needed on how the World Bank and Australia may coordinate their 
efforts and allocate responsibilities, especially in Australia’s region where direct assistance is 
possible. But with a population of 9.2 billion on the horizon, and shrinking water and energy 
resources, food should be humanity’s first priority. 
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