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Wor ld Out look for Food 
The State of Food and Agriculture 1954—Review and Outlook. Food and Agricul ture, Organisation 

of the Uni ted Nations, Rome. August 1954. Pages 157. Price not mentioned. 

FA O reports continued improve-
ment in wor ld food product ion, 

fur ther growth of stock, but l i t t le 
or no improvement in the stand
ards of consumption. The dis
parities in product ion as be
tween different countries remain 
just as wide as before the war ; the 
disparities in the energy and pro
tein contents of food consumption 
per head of the populat ion in dif
ferent countries remain even more 
glaring. In fact, the comparative 
table at the end of the report of 
the energy and protein content of 
average food supplies per head of 
the populat ion in different parts 
of tile wor ld (below) and the table 
of stocks (see overleaf) taken to
gether provide the most eloquent 

commentary on the wor ld food 
situation today. 

The FAO is keenly aware of the 
irony of growing surpluses while 
consumption in three-fourths of the 
wor ld remains at a sub-standard 
level: it Suggests a more sensible 
price policy for exporting coun
tries so that consumption in deficit 
countries may be increased, but has 
no solution to offer to undcrdeve-
loped countries which are forced to 
restrict imports of foodgrains in 
order to conserve foreign exchange 
for their sorely needed economic 
development. While deprecating 
the tendency of food import ing 
countries to aim at sell-sufficiency, 
it does not like that exporting 
countries should concentrate en

tirely on export markets for gett ing 
r id of their surplus, instead of re
ducing prices and encouraging 
larger domestic consumption by 
other means. Since export ing 
countries happen to have a much 
higher standard of consumption, it 
is diff icult to see how this can be, 
regarded as a general solution by 
a body whose main concern is, or 
should be, global distr ibution. The 
rigidity of retail prices, despite fa l l 
ing farm incomes and wholesale 
prices, is an obstructive factor 
everywhere. The spread between 
farm and retail prices which tended 
to narrow down during the de
pression yea is and were cut down 
st i l l further in the period of war-
t ime control, has again b e e n 



widening, the cost of processing and 
marketing in the U S A having risen 
to 55 per cent of the final price to 
the consumer in 1953-54 from the 
war-time 46 per cent. T h e w i t h 
drawal of food subsidies in most 
countries just when the wor ld food 
situation began to improve has also 
been responsible, in no small mea
sure, in inventing the relationship 
between production and consump
tion. 

Agricul tural production in 1953-
54 registered a substantial increase 
for the second year in succession 
but the increase was more widely 
distributed than the first year. The 
increase was steep in Western 
Europe and Near East and smaller 
in Far East and Oceania over the 
last year while the higher level of 
production attained in 1952-53 
was maintained in N o r t h America 
and Argentina. The developments 
in 1953-54 however, failed to re
duce to any significant extent the 
war-time disparities in production 
with the result that food produc
tion pet head of the populat ion still 
remains source four to five times 
greater in Oceania and Nor th 
America than in the Far East, the 
Near East and Africa. 

As against 2 per cent increase in 
total cereal production, rice alone 
accounted lor an increase of 8 per 
cent, despite a very poor crop in 
Japan. India alone was respons
ible for most of the increase. Wor ld 
trade in rice, however, contracted 
sharply due to reduced imports of 
India and Indonesia. Stocks accu
mulated in South East Asia and as 
an inevitable consequence, the 
downward adjustment in export 
prices had to be made towards 1953 
end. Though the rice exports in 
Asia are moving more freely at lower 
prices, and imports are further ex-
pec ted to expand, yet surpluses may-
reappear at the end of the year un
less price relationships change to 
make rice more attractive to the 
consumer as compared to compet
ing cereals. 

As against the nominal surplus 
in rice, the size of wheat stocks 
presents a much more serious prob
lem because of their adverse effects 
on markets and production plans 
all over the wor ld , and also be
cause there are no signs of their 
being liquidated. 

HUGE STOCKS OF WHEAT 

Despite a decline in the N o r t h 
American crop, the striking advance 
in wheat production of 1952-53 was 
maintained in 1953-54 due to 

942 

T H E E C O N O M I C W E E K L Y 



increased Asian and European pro
duction. The increased product ion 
in wheat impor t ing countries led to 
reduction in wor ld trade in wheat 
and consequent accumulation of 
huge stocks w i t h major exporting 
countries of USA, Canada, Austra
lia and Argentina. Stocks in these, 
countries on July 1, 1954 were ex
pected to total 49 mi l l ion tons as 
against 34 mi l l ion tons a year 
earlier and an average of 19 mi l l i on 
tons in the years 1948-52. T h e pre
sent stocks represent about 2½ times 
the current annual level of exports 
of these countries and the carry 
over at. the end of 1954-55 is likely 
to increase, though at a diminished 
rate. US has trebled while Canada 
has more than doubled their stocks 
since 1951-52 pr imar i ly on account 
of larger production in recent: 
years and shift in import demand to 
non-dollar sources. The. latter, how
ever, is no longer a factor of any 
importance, since the disappearance 
of premium on non-dollar food i m 
ports by Europe, following a rela
tively comfortable dollar situation. 

Surplus stocks are being disposed 
of at lower export prices both out
side and inside the International 
Wheat Agreement. Domestic prices 
except in Canada, however, conti
nued to be determined mainly by 
national marketing arrangements 
and in almost all the countries, price 
support programmes are being 
practised involving the Govern
ments in huge financial liabilities. 
The support scheme in US is being 
administered by Commodity Credit 
Corporation, a Government agency 
which is holding the entire US 
carry over. A n d low priced exports 
of surplus stocks have naturally to 
be subsidised. It may be noted in 
passing that in the year 1953-54 
I W A trade in wheat sharply de
clined, due to the wi thdrawal of 
U K and I ta ly from I W A , and the 
general contraction in w o r l d wheat 
trade. 

SURPLUS MAY CONTINUE 

Though a smaller crop is ex
pected in 1954/55 fol lowing US 
acreage restrictions and marketing 
quotas, ample supplies are expected 
from* Canada, Australia and Argen
tina. 'Whi le European production 
is not likely to remain at the 
present high level, Asia's impor t 
requirements are likely to decline 
due to larger wheat stocks in Ind i a 
and Japan and generally increased 
rice supplies. Thus a wheat sur
plus next year may continue to 
exert a downward pressure on i n 
ternational wheat prices. 
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COARSE GRAINS 
The reduction in the coarse 

grains product ion in the main ex
por t ing countries of No r th America 
was more than offset by enomtous 
increase in Europe—the pr incipal 
importer of coarse grains. ' Stocks 
in No r th America nevertheless in
creased in 1953/54 and are further 
likely to. increase in 1954/55. But 
the problem here is not so embar
rassing in view of increasing live
stock product ion, increasing imports 
by Europe despite larger domestic 
product ion and crop restrictions in 
US especially in respect of maize. 

WORLD SUGAR SURPLUS 

Apar t f rom cereals, the largest 
stocks are. those of sugar, which 
have doubled in the last two years. 
A n d for the f i rst t ime in post-war 
years, huge surpluses accumulated 
outside the dollar area. As against 
a fal l of 3.4 per cent in sugar pro
duction in 1952-53 on account of 
restrictions of Cuban crop, wor ld 
product ion rose by 9 per cent in 
1953-54, despite cont inued restric

t ion on Cuban crop. In sharp con
trast to the contraction in wor ld 
trade in foodgrains, internat ional 
trade in sugar reached a record h igh 
level. But prices d id not decline, 
thanks to successful export regula
tions by Cuba under the Interna
t ional Sugar Agreement, 'Another 
factor which has prevented sugar 
prices f rom coming down is the 
steadily rising per capita wor ld 
consumption. The future continua
t ion of the upward consumption 
t rend however w i l l depend on deve
lopments in Asia where per capita 
consumption has so far remained 
relatively low. 

TOBACCO AND COTTON 

Reduced output of tobacco in 
US was more than matched by in 
creased product ion of the oriental 
type of cigarette tobacco. But 
strong position of demand and 
consequent increase in wor ld trade 
are expected to clear off the small 
increase in stocks of oriental to
bacco. 

Large stocks of cotton accumulated 

in US because of 7 per cent increase 
in US product ion due to excep
t ional yields though acreage was 
restricted. Whi le other cotton ex
port ing countries had a smaller 

product ion, increased product ion in 
India. USSR and China was ex-
pected to be absorbed locally. Some 
reduction in US stocks is also in 
sight w i t h consumption maintained 

at present level whi le product ion is 
being restricted. US cotton prices 
which have been supported since 
the beginning of 1953 have already 
started mov ing upward. 

STOCKS AND PRICE SUPPORT 

Apar t f r o m cereals, stocks in 
other commodities like cotton, to
bacco, vegetable oils and more re
cently in wool have also accumulat
ed in Nor th America mainly under 
US Price Support Schemes w i th the 
effect that investment of the CCC 
have increased more than three
fo ld since 1952. 

It should not be concluded, how
ever, that the general t rend of agri
cultural prices is downward. As 
against the declining food prices, 
prices of raw materials like jute and 
cotton and beverages like tea and 
coffee and also tobacco have shown 
a bullish trend due to strong de
mand for such products. In view 
of considerable strength of these 
commodities in export market, an 
improvement in terms of trade of 
Far Eastern countries is reasonably 
expected. 

A n d f inally, to return to the prob
lem of food in its long run pers
pective wh ich is now being part ly 
obscured by undue alarm over tem
porary accumulat ion of stocks. 
Such surpluses no doubt present an 
embarrassing problem in context of 
effective demand but the F A O con
cludes that " yet the fact remains 
that the quant i ty of foodstuffs con
sumed measured in terms of calo
ries is sti l l far too low in many 
countries especially in the Far East ". 
In the context of the fast increas
ing populat ion in Asia and La t i n 
America, the present low standards 
of nut r i t ion in most of the coun
tries and above al l the fact that pre
sent increase in food product ion has 
been to a great extent due to 
favourable weather conditions, the 
present surpluses pale into insigni
ficance. It would be most regret
table if surpluses lead to drastic 
crop reductions, as w i t h a slight ad
verse tu rn of the weather, produc
t ion as whole could well fa l l again 
especially where restrictions on 
p lant ing are already operating. 
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