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seems as if the universities as such are going to be 
unrepresented in a decision which will critically affect 
their future. The Science Research Council has the 
closest links with academics through its committees, 
of course, but these are no substitute for means of 
making educational policy. Yet the universities have 
neglected to take the initiative in producing a coherent 
philosophy of how their work articulates with modern 
needs. The irony is that the universities are better 
equipped than any other institution to settle on a 
contemporary purpose. By their default, it seems the 
pipers are beginning to call the tunes. 

BIG BAD WOLF 
THE Food and Agriculture Organization of the United 
Nations won some cheap but undeserved publicity for 
its latest report on the State of Food and Agriculture 
1966 published on October 13. On that day news
papers in several countries were understandably 
alarmed by the statement in the introduction to the 
report, signed by Mr. B . R . Sen, the Director-General 
of FAO, that "complacency about the food and agri
culture situation must surely have been dispelled by 
the events of the past year". Mr. Sen goes on to say 
that, because of "widespread drought", food produc
tion in 1965-66 was the same as in the previous year, 
"when there were about 70 million less people to feed" . 
The poor harvest last year is said to be particularly 
serious "because it comes not in the midst of plenty 
but after a long period in which production has only 
barely kept up with the rapidly mounting population". 
The conclusion is that "the world food situation is now 
more precarious than at any time since the period of 
acute shortage immediately after the Second World 
War". This, of course, is the language of impending 
disaster, and nobody should blame the newspapers 
for having taken it seriously. Unfortunately, however, 
a closer reading of the report suggests that the dedicated 
officials of the FAO may have let their concern for their 
most serious problem get the better of their sense of 
proportion. Certainly they have exaggerated some of 
the consequences of the bad harvest . 

Everybody agrees, of course, that the harvest last 
year was poor, particularly in what are called the 
developing countries. In Latin America production 
was 2·5 per cent less than in the previous year, with 
the result that the amount of food for every member 
of the growing population fell by roughly 5 per cent. 
Much the same was true in Mrica, where a 2 per cent 
reduction of crops meant a 4 per cent decrease in the 
amount of food per head. But this is the gloomy side 
of the coin. In other regions the production of food 
continued to increase more quickly than the population. 
In North America, for example, food production was 5 
per cent greater than in the previous year, and the 
amount of production for each member of the popula
tion of North America increased by 3 per cent. In 
other words, in 1965-66, as in previous years, some 

places did well and others did badly. Last year the 
swings and the roundabouts cancelled each other out. 
The question to be decided is whether this is to be 
taken as a sign of doom or something very much like 
it, or merely as a statistical fluctuation which need not 
be repeated in the years ahead. 

The first thing to be said is that the balance between 
food production and the population has been moving 
in the right direction in the past two decades. In the 
past ten years, according to the statistics of the FAO, 
food production in the world as a whole has increased 
by 32 per cent. The food available for every member of 
the population has increased by 7 per cent in ten years 
or by 12 per cent since the late thirti es. In some places, 
particularly in Europe and the Soviet Union, food 
production has been moving quickly ahead of popula
tion in the past decade. In Latin America and Africa, 
the knife-edge is more clearly to be seen, but even there 
the agriculturalists were more or less holding their own 
until the bad harvest last year. There are other 
encouraging trends in the statistics which the FAO has 
put together. Fish production is rising quickly, for 
example, and the pattern of trade which has grown up 
in agricultural products is plain evidence of the growing 
recognition that nations with surpluses must help out 
those with shortages. There could be no more telling 
evidence of that than the decision earlier this year, 
by the Government of the United States, to remove 
some of the artificial restraints which have been used in 
recent years to reduce the productive capacity of the 
North American prairies and the machines which farm 
there. In other words, a year from now the FAO may 
have a much more cheerful report to publish. There 
was, after all, a drought last year. 

The dangers of painting too black a picture, as the 
FAO now seems to have done, were well understood by 
the boy who cried "Wolf" too often. Overstatement 
can be as dangerous as complacency, and can engender 
indifference. The truth is that there is a great deal to 
be done before the balance between food and popula
tion is more adequate and more stable. Most attention 
so far has been given to increasing the food production 
of regions where scarcity is endemic, but even now it 
is not clear whether irrigation, tractors or education 
have the biggest part to play in the improvement of 
agriculture in Africa, for example. It will be some 
decades before plant-breeders can do for more tradi
tional crops what they have already done for rice. 
Experiments in artificial agriculture, including inten
sive fish farming and algal culture, deserve generous 
support. But increasing the production of food is 
only half the story. Better distribution is also neces
sary, both to ensure that crops are not. eaten by pests 
before they find their way to people, and to ensure that 
there is enough money to finance the trade in agri
cultural produce there will have to be, if surpluses and 
scarcities are to be cancelled out. Within nations , 
ways must be found to see that even the poor have 
enough to eat. The problems are every bit as real and 
as serious as the FAO has been saying. But their 
solution will take decades, and will need cool heads . 
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