
How has the global food crisis come about? Extreme weather, 
population growth and high food prices are partially to blame, 
but there are lots of other reasons. 

� is crisis has been escalating  for more than 30 
years. It became much, much worse at the start of 
this century, when food prices rocketed up as a result 
of climate change. � e increase in droughts, fl oods 
and storms generated by climate change damaged 
and destroyed crops, causing shortages of food. � e 
rising cost of fertilisers and oil also contributed to sky-
rocketing food prices because farmers and transporters 
had to cover their increased costs. 

On top of all this, in 2008 a global fi nancial crisis 
hit the world. With less money to go around, even 
rich countries were facing major fi nancial problems. 
Some people lost their homes, many lost their jobs. 

At such times, when governments have to spend billions to keep 
businesses and banks ticking over, and when people are worrying about 
being able to house, feed and clothe their own families, they are much 
less likely to give money to aid agencies that help the poor and starving 
in other, poorer countries. 
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There will be billions more mouths to feed by 2050, 

making an increased demand for food a long-term trend.
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rhetorical Question 
Find any examples?

inference 
What inferences 

can you make about 
fi nancial problems 
in poor countries 

compared to 
fi nancial problems 
in rich countries?
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 n wealthy countries, people spend about 

10 to 12 per cent of their income on food. 
When food prices go up, they’re likely to moan about the 
high price of their groceries, but they usually have enough 
money to be able to eat. � ey may substitute a cheaper 
product for a more expensive one, but they seldom go 
without food on a daily basis. � ey’re not likely to starve. 

In poor countries, people usually spend 80 per cent 
of what they earn on food basics, so when food prices 
increase there is little or nothing left to spend on 

health, education and transport. People can’t pay 
to visit the doctor when they or their children 
get sick, so disease can become widespread. 

� ey can’t pay school fees and so they stop sending 
their children to school. If things get really bad, people 
will steal to put food in their mouths. Before long, 
societies start to fall apart. 
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Question 
“Before long, societies 

start to fall apart.”
What do you think 
this phrase means?
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Poor countries can quickly become breeding grounds for disease, 
terrorists, smugglers, illegal trade, piracy (the seizing of ships carrying 
oil and food) and government corruption. � e security of governments is 
put at risk when prices rise for staple food products, such as wheat, rice, 
corn and maize, and millions can no longer aff ord to buy them. When 
people are hungry, they can get angry. � ey can’t stand back 
and watch as their children starve and they often turn to protest to make 
themselves heard. 

In Mexico, for example, “tortilla riots” occurred when 
the price of corn went up by a third in just three weeks; 
in West Bengal and Senegal, there were fi ghts over 
food rationing and protests were staged when the price 
of wheat doubled. Protest is often the only weapon 
hungry people have to force changes in government as 
people look for leaders who will “fi x” things.

research
Find out about the tortilla riots 

in mexico. Why were they 
called the tortilla riots and 
what was their outcome?

opinion
When making a judgement 

about people who steal food, 
is starvation a mitigating 
factor/partial excuse for 

what they have done? 
What is your opinion?
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