
The World Food Program described the global food crisis as a “silent tsunami” surging over an 
unaware populace, helpless in the face of massive destruction. The financial crisis—rapidly 
going global—now threatens to increase everyone’s vulnerability to hunger. The compound 

effect of the twin crises seems overwhelming. 

But though hunger and financial shock may come in waves, not everyone will “drown” in famine or 
financial ruin. In fact, both crises are making a handful of investors and multinational corporations 
very rich—even as they devastate the poor and put the rest of the planet at severe environmental 
and economic risk. Thus far there has been little leadership on the food crisis, and the sketchy $700 
billion U.S. bailout for a few giant financial houses is a desperate attempt to keep credit flowing 
through a stumbling economy. There are, unfortunately, no guarantees. Already, when we need them 
the most, farmers are running into problems finding production credit.

Though massive and destructive, the food and financial crises are anything but silent, or natural, and—
as long as we are aware of their true causes—we are not helpless.

The food crisis ushered in the financial crisis. Now the financial crisis is exacerbating the food crisis. 
No one knows how deeply, broadly, or for how long the financial crisis will affect economies around 
the world. All we know is that the storm is coming, and we will need to lay up reserves and reach out 
to our family, friends and neighbors to ride it out. How do we do that?
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The Institute for Food and Development 
Policy—known as Food First—is a member-
supported, nonprofit “peoples’ ” think tank 
and education-for-action center. Our work 
highlights the root causes and value-based 
solutions to hunger and poverty around the 
world, with a commitment to establishing 
food as a fundamental human right.
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We need to build our economic resilience by building food system resil-
ience. As long as our food is tied to a volatile, speculative financial system 
dominated by a handful of largely-unregulated monopolies and wealthy 
day traders (gamblers), we will be vulnerable to the wild fluctuations in 
the global markets that dominate our economies. We’ll be hard pressed 
to recover from the financial shocks reverberating around globe. Now is 
the time to protect our local economies by transforming our food systems 
into engines for local economic development. Does economic development 
in time of crisis sound crazy? maybe, just enough. let’s just take a couple 
of simple examples: With the crisis, farmers can’t find production credit. 
Farm-gate prices that were soaring in July, are now crashing as farmers 
struggle to pay the input costs that jumped 125%. There was never a better 
time for community-supported agriculture. Food banks, squeezed between 
longer lines of hungry people, and fewer corporate and government food 
sources, are turning to local farmers and urban gardens for food. There has 
never been a better time to finally get agriculture out of the World Trade 
Organization, establish national grain reserves, renegotiate “free” trade 
agreements, and re-regulate the industries and markets that have brought 
our food and finances to ruin.

Do you know what the other good news is? We’ve never been better pre-
pared than we are now to take back our food systems. Recently 700 people 
representing community groups, food banks, farmer’s organizations, small 
businesses and many other food justice activists met in philadelphia for 
the community Food Security coalition’s annual conference. The tal-
ent, capability, good will, knowledge and plain, unwavering commitment 
to a better food system is stronger than ever. And thousands of activists 
and practitioners met in Guatemala city for the latin american Social 
Forum to discuss land reform, sustainable agriculture, fair trade, regional 
economies, territorial food systems management and other strategies that 
will help people weather the coming economic shocks. and in maputo, 
mozambique, hundreds of delegates from farm, fisher and pastoralist 
organizations from around the world attended the Via campesina gath-
ering to plan their next forceful steps in their global campaign for food 
sovereignty—the democratization of our food systems. On World Food 
Day, October 16th, in New york city a broad coalition of farmers, food 
activists and unions kicked off a nationwide campaign to put the food crisis 
squarely on the presidential agenda. 

We can ride out the twin tsunamis, and we can transform our food system 
in the process. We have the tools to build equitable, sustainable and demo-
cratic food systems. Now is the time!

Eric Holt-Giménez, ph.D. 
Executive Director, Food First
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Between the sub-prime hous-
ing mess, volatile oil prices, 
food price inflation, and a 

massive trade deficit, the American 
economy is in the worst shape we’ve 
seen since the Great Depression.1 
While the U.S. government’s $700 
billion dollar bail-out to Wall Street—
equivalent to $1500 from every per-
son in America—may be necessary, 
we need interventions that address 
the root causes of all these crises; from 
food to housing to speculation. Both 
the food crisis and the financial crisis 
are rooted in similar polices that have 
fed on each other for years. Both cri-
ses find their origins in the failings of 
free market fundamentalism.

In the late 1970’s, Washington and 
the international finance institutions 
under its tutelage, began a sharp 
departure from the interventionist 
policies that had brought the U.S. 
out of the Great Depression. Free 
market reforms worldwide, champi-
oned by the U.S. and enforced under 
loan conditions of the International 
monetary Fund (ImF), eroded sup-
port for local agriculture through 
the elimination of government 
grain reserves, government price 
supports on commodities, exten-
sion and credit services. Tariffs on 
agricultural imports were loosened 
throughout the 1980’s and 1990’s, 
resulting in massive consolidation of 
the agriculture industry. In 1988 the 
top ten seed companies controlled 
30% of the global market.2 Now that 
same share is controlled by just the 
top three.3 The top three agricul-
tural exporters in the world—cargill, 

Bunge and aDm—now control 90% 
of the world’s grain supply.4

In the same period, deregulation in 
the financial services industry allowed 
banks to cross over their investments; 
small banks that traditionally held mort-
gages were allowed to invest in other 
areas of the economy (Think the Sav-
ings and loan crisis of the 80’s). large 
banks quickly swallowed up small 
banks. Between 1980 and 1998 alone 
there were over 8,000 bank mergers 
in the uS, accounting for over $2.4 
trillion in assets.5 As banking became 
more centralized, loans to small busi-
nesses, including farms, became hard-
er to get,6 which, in combination with 
falling prices and expensive chemical 
and seed packages, left many farm-
ers to get big or get out. commodi-
ties traders increasingly invested in 
other financial services, large traders 
crossed over into futures markets, and 
some banks began to trade in financial 
instruments, including commodities.7 
Some financial services companies, like 
Goldman Sachs, even became import-
ers of physical goods,8 while traditional 
agribusinesses, like cargill, now have 
investment banking arms that deal in 
everything from real estate, to corpo-
rate securities and IT technology.9

Deregulation and consolidation both 
make markets extremely vulnerable 
to shock. When the sub-prime mort-
gage crisis hit in 2007, investors began 
to scramble for safe places to put their 
investments. At least some of the ram-
pant food price inflation that began at 
the beginning of this year was caused 
by exactly that scramble—a com-
bination of investing in agricultural 

commodities and oil, which drove up 
the price of food and farm inputs.10 

looking for safer investments, traders 
that may or may not be in businesses 
related to food at all, put their money 
into commodities futures. This kind of 
speculative trading, which is exacer-
bating the food crisis, was not possible 
on this scale until financial services 
deregulation in the 1980s.11

This system of deregulation has 
caught our economy and our food 
system in a negative feedback loop. 
less regulation breeds more consoli-
dation and subsequently, less stabil-
ity in both agricultural and financial 
markets. The irony is that now 
because markets and investments 
are so intertwined, we stand to face 
a breakdown in the world’s food and 
financial systems at the same time.

Food riots, foreclosures, lost pen-
sions, destabilized governments, the 
threat of “financial Armageddon” and 
an increasingly hungry planet are all 
evidence of the same failed policies. 
Even the massive $700 billion dol-
lar Wall Street bail did not stabilize 
markets in the short run, nor did it do 
anything to address the root causes 
of the current crisis. Real solutions 
must include measures to stabilize 
both food and financial markets. We 
need strong oversight on large traders 
and financial services, and increased 
support to local economies, small 
farmers, small, local banks, and small 
borrowers. most of all, we need a dra-
matic departure from the free-market 
fundamentalism that brought us here 
in the first place. 

The Financial Crisis and the Food Crisis: 
Two Sides of the Same Coin

By Annie Shattuck
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 NOTES The Season of Giving—One might be tempted to say  
Bah Humbug this year
But on second thought, perhaps it’s not such a bad idea to get back to the basics. We’ve all been downsized 
in one way or another. Maybe this is a good season to make jam or banana bread for friends and family—or 
perhaps bring back those hand-made tokens so many of us crafted as children that read “good for one 
dishwashing” or “one free carwash.” Your friendly farmers market may spark other ideas to bring a smile to 
the faces of your loved ones.  It’s a good season to reflect on the fact that money is just money and the most 
important things in life are the people we spend our time with.  

Charitable iras extended for 2008 and 2009

If you are 70 ½ or older, you can avoid paying any income tax on up to $100,000 per year from your traditional 
IRA if you donate to the Institute for Food and Development Policy (or any other charity).  And what’s even 
better, you get to take a tax deduction on the amount you donate.  Talk about doubling the impact of your 
gift!  Consult your tax advisor for details.

Gifts from food first

The 2008 edition of Alternatives to the Peace Corps:A Guide to Global Volunteer Opportunities is an ideal 
gift for the friend who wants to make a difference. Give a Food First T-shirt to a loved one. Or get a packet of 
colorful blank greeting cards depicting food and agriculture designed by Leonor Hurtado to use as note cards 
or as gifts.  Or maybe you have been meaning to tell a curious acquaintance or relative about the work of Food 
First.  You can give them a gift subscription to Food First News and Views and Backgrounders.  Caminos: The 
Immigrant’s Trail documentary on Mexican migration makes a perfect gift for that teacher in your life.  

Check out all of these possibilities at www.foodfirst.org.  While you are there, don’t forget to make a tax-
deductible donation to support Food First’s work at a time of increasing food insecurity both here at home 
and throughout the world.  Here at Food First, we give thanks to you for your generous support.  We certainly 
couldn’t do all that we do without you.
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