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How people shop for food has changed as populations have shifted from rural settings to urban centres.  Today, almost 70% of British Colombians live in city centres, removed from farms from which their food comes from.

Everybody knows that our meat, dairy and vegetables come from the farm, but today, those farms are becoming highly technological operations.  “Farming” is now “Agri-business”, or huge multi-national corporations that have taken the simple concept of farming and have turned it into a multi-billion dollar industry.

In a book entitled Hungry for Profit, co-written by Fred Magdoff, the writers state that… “The agribusiness/food sector is the second most profitable industry in the United States — following pharmaceuticals — with annual sales over $400 billion.”  That’s big business.

Up until four decades ago, farms where largely independent and self-reliant, meaning that they were able to look after themselves, producing and recycling what they needed.   Crops were rotated to insure that soil nutrients were replenished, fertilizer was often farm created manure, and pest and disease control was regulated by the natural genetic variety of crops.  The results were often small but stable crops and livestock, produced by the small farming families and small numbers of hired hands.  These small, often single family owned farms provided food not only for themselves but also for the small communities around them.
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Today’s large urban populations are not self-sufficient.  They do not grow their own food and they cannot even purchase locally grown food stuffs, instead they rely upon outside food manufactures to grow, process, package and then ship their food to them.  People will not stop living in cities, and it is unrealistic to think that people will stop demanding cheap, pre-packaged food.  This is perhaps, one of the biggest causes of the growth of large-scale agri-businesses.  Simple demand.

Modern agri-businesses require specialization and large single crop farms.  The result is a reliance on man-made fertilizers, genetically modified crops and chemical pest-control.  The result is massive amounts of low-cost food that can be sold to the large city populations in supermarkets.

The benefits of large amounts of low-cost, genetically engineered food produced on mega-farms does come with a cost.  The biggest problems can be linked to depletion of soil nutrients, soil erosion and chemical impact on ground water.   Miguel A Altieri, in his article Ecological Impacts of Industrial Agriculture and the Possibilities for Truly Sustainable Farming, stated that approximately $40 billion a year are spend on pesticides in the United States.  This has resulted in “…more than 25 percent of the drinking water well in the United States contain[ing] nitrogen in the nitrate form above the safety standard”   High levels of nitrate in drinking water can be linked to low blood oxygen levels in children and stomach, bladder and throat cancers in adults.  Altieri also links fertilizer use to increases in algae in ponds, lakes and rivers resulting in lower oxygen levels for fish.

As we start the 21st Century, there are more and more people becoming aware of where their food comes from and how it is grown.  The result is the emergence of a small, but profitable organic farming industry.  A farming industry that uses traditional, small farm practices and use very little unnatural fertilizers or pesticides.  The food produced on these organic farms is more expensive because they are produced on a much smaller scale than the agri-businesses.  However, if more and more people demand organic foods, then the costs will eventually come down.   Like any other consumer item, foodstuffs will always be affected by the law of supply and demand.
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1. Vocabulary – Use your readings, a dictionary, a textbook or an encyclopedia to provide definitions for the following terms;

Agri-business

Self-reliant

Organic



2. Answer the following questions using COMPLETE SENTENCES;

a. In your own words, describe how agri-businesses or mega-farms are different from traditional, small family run farms.  (2mks for quality of information and evidence of effort)

b. What are some of the environmental impacts related to the new agri-businesses?  (2 mks for quality of thought and specific examples)

c. Why have farms evolved into agri-businesses (why have they replaced traditional farms)?  Are there any alternatives to agri-businesses?

3. Internet Search:  Use the internet to find an article about genetically altered foods.  Print out and provide a copy of that article as well as a brief summary or commentary as to what it was about.

You will be marked out of 5 for your ability to provide an article and for your summary.

Total: ____/ 14
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