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About two to three years ago, the world 

experienced a severe food crisis. In this article, 
we want to ask three questions: [1] What were 
the major causes? [2] Do the problems con-
tinue today? [3] What are the perspectives for 
the future? The emphasis will not be on facts 
and figures but on the underlying economic 
factors, to be analysed on the basis of eco-
nomic theory.  

Before we look at the recent food crisis, it 
is appropriate to consider the past long-term 
trend of food prices. Figure 1 shows the exam-
ple of wheat. During the last 135 years real 
world price of wheat clearly decreased. From 
1872 to 2007, it fell from an average of 800-
600 to 200-150 dollars per ton. This is due to 
the fact that world supply of wheat rose faster 
than world demand. While wheat production 
continually grew because of permanent prod-
uctivity growth – due to biological, mechani-
cal and organizational technological progress –
, demand seems to have increased less rapidly 
than world population. The latter phenomenon 
was caused by the fact that total purchasing 
power (‘effective’ demand) of world popula-
tion increasingly fell behind total food re-
quirements (‘virtual’ demand’). Thus increas-
ing poverty partly explains the falling wheat 
price. At the same time it meant that in spite of 
the falling wheat price the number of those 
suffering from hunger went up. 

Against this background, sudden rises in 
international food prices are bound to have a 
disastrous effect. As Figure 2 shows, between 
July 2007 and July 2008 world prices of corn, 
wheat and rice increased drastically. 

As a consequence of globalization, produc-
tion and incomes rose considerably in the 
world, particularly in threshold countries like 

China, Mexico, and Brazil. In countries like 
China, a new middle class emerged and grew 
rapidly. Owing to the high income elasticity, 
the result was a fast growing demand for food 
products on the world market. At the same 
time world supply of food products was re-
duced: Firstly, there had been crop failures 
worldwide, due to unfavourable weather con-
ditions. Secondly, in many countries agricul-
tural land was diverted from the production of 
foodstuffs to cultures for the production of 
biofuels. As a result of the increase in demand 
and the fall in supply, food prices rose sharply. 
It should be mentioned that another important 
contributing factor was the depreciation of the 
dollar. Journalists and left-wing politicians of-
ten claim that another cause was the specula-
tion with food products, but so far we have not 
found a proof of this contention. 

Let us now look at the international market 
for energy (on the left side of the graph). Here, 
demand also rose considerably, in particular in 
threshold countries like China. This is because 
the increased production of industrial and 
other goods required a lot of additional energy 
such as oil. Furthermore, the rising incomes 
led to additional purchases of consumer goods; 
their use also requires energy – just think of 
washing machines, cars, radiators, microwaves 
or computers. The increased availability of 
biofuel does not seem to have compensated 
these factors. As a result of these develop-
ments and of the depreciation of the dollar, 
energy prices rose sharply, as can be seen from 
Figure 2. Here again, we do not know whether 
speculation in energy also played a role.  

In Figure 3 we give a survey of the major 
causes. First, we look at the international food 
markets (on the right of the graph). 
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Figure 3 
Major causes of world food crisis 
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Figure 4 
Inelastic demand curves of the 
basic food products: King’s Rule
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Secondly, the depreciation of the dollar 

was due to several causes. Figure 5 shows this 
in a simplified way. Here, the US’ unfavoura-
ble balance of trade is one factor. Furthermore, 
the US became less attractive for other na-
tions’ capital exports. Thirdly, there was spec-
ulation against the dollar.  

It is clear that the rise in food prices was a 
shock to all those countries where a large part 
of the population is very poor. Many of them 
took measures to prevent domestic food prices 
from rising. Food importing countries began to 
subsidize food imports or introduced ceiling 
food prices. Food exporting countries intro-

duced export taxes or export bans. Of course, 
these policies helped to keep down food pric-
es. On the other hand, as a consequence, world 
food prices rose ever further. 

This is shown in Figure 6. Country A, on 
the left, is an exporting country. To get down 
domestic price, it introduces an export tax. The 
resulting fall of the domestic food price from 
Pa’ to Pa’’ is beneficial to its poor consumers. 
But it is harmful to domestic agriculture. At 
the same time, it raises world price from Pw’ to 
Pw’’ and the domestic prices in the rest of the 
world (here: from Pb’ to Pb’’ in country B). 
This is a typical “beggar-my-neigbour” policy. 

 

 
 

Figure 6 
An export tax 
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Figure 5 
The dollar demand and supply interaction 
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Fortunately, since the middle of 2008, the 
world food situation has improved considera-
bly. As can be seen from Figure 2, up to the 
beginning of 2009 food prices fell rapidly, 
even though they remained above the level of 
the first half of year 2007. One of the main 
causes was the world financial crisis and re-
cession, which had two effects: Firstly, lower 
world demand for food products. Secondly, 
lower world demand for energy, resulting in a 
fall of energy prices (see Figure 2) and food 
production cost. Two additional causes were: a 
record harvest of basic cereals, and an appreci-
ation of the dollar. It should be added that 
since the beginning of 2009, world food prices 
seem to have stagnated or slightly increased 
again. In particular, the price of corn has risen. 
In developing countries, especially those of 
sub-Saharan Africa, international food prices 
are still relatively high. Oil price has risen 
again.  

What are the perspectives for the future? 
On the basis of the preceding analysis, it may 
be useful to briefly discuss the major determi-
nants. These may be divided into two catego-
ries: short-run, and long-run. Among the for-
mer, the weather is the most important factor. 
In the future, it may become more variable; on 
the other hand, it will tend to lose importance 
due to technical progress in agriculture (in par-
ticular genetic engineering). Food aid can help 
to overcome world food shortages. Fortunate-
ly, there are already aid programmes such as 
the UN World Food Program; however, it may 
become necessary to step them up if needed. 
The establishment of a world cereal reserve 
can also help overcome short-run crises. The 
G8 countries have declared to establish such 
an international bufferstock: each country is to 
store a certain amount of cereals; if needed, it 
will be sold on the world market to drive down 
food prices. Unfortunately, it takes time to 
translate this declaration into reality. Further-
more, there are chances that in case of future 
food shortages export taxes and import subsi-
dies will be used to a lesser extent than has 
been the case in the past. 

As far as the long run factors are con-
cerned, it is reasonable to assume that in the 
future world incomes will continue to grow. 
The world recession has already partly been 

overcome, and national and international 
measures have been taken to prevent a new 
one. If this hope is realistic, world demand for 
food products will go on rising significantly, in 
particular in the threshold countries. Less fore-
seeable are the perspectives of world food 
supply. It seems that the future development of 
crop production for bio-fuels is unclear. The 
same is true of the speed of breakthroughs in 
international agricultural research. What is 
needed is a second “green revolution”. In the 
future, however, plant breeding and green ge-
netic engineering will have to aim less to in-
crease yields, but more to raise resistance 
against heat, drought and flooding; and to de-
velop sorts that can even grow on land with a 
high degree of salinization. Developing coun-
tries which have too long neglected their agri-
cultural sector in the interest of industrializa-
tion should change their policies and do more 
to promote domestic food production. But in-
ternational funds for agricultural development 
projects also need to be stepped up. As far as 
the agricultural protectionism and subsidiza-
tion measures of developed countries are con-
cerned, it is unclear to what extent these poli-
cies – which impede non-industrialized coun-
tries in developing their own agricultural po-
tential – will be reduced. And the long-term 
behavior of the dollar exchange rate is even 
more unpredictable. 

To sum up, we would like to emphasize 
two points: First, even if food prices have fal-
len after the peak of the recent world food cri-
sis, the danger of new crises persists. In the 
long run it will no doubt continue, until its un-
derlying causes have been removed. Principal-
ly: While in the past world agricultural pro-
duction has outpaced demand for food prod-
ucts, in the future it will be necessary to raise 
the ability of agricultural productivity to keep 
pace with burgeoning demand, in particular in 
the threshold countries. Second, even if we 
cannot predict the future development of the 
world food situation, it is useful to highlight 
the most important determinants and their inte-
raction, not only for purposes of analysis but 
also as guidance for policy makers in their ef-
forts to prevent dangerous world food situa-
tions and to react appropriately if such situa-
tions do arise.  
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The article analyses the impact of the 

modern macroeconomic factors on the world 
food crisis (relatively reduced world foodstuff 

supply and food price increase) and gives the 
recommendations how it is possible to over-
come its consequences.  
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В статье анализируется влияние совре-

менных макроэкономических факторов на 
продовольственный кризис (относительное 
сокращение мирового предложения про-

дуктов питания и рост цен на продовольст-
вие) и разрабатываются рекомендации по 
его преодолению. 
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ПОМОЩЬ НЕФТЯНИКОВ БАШКИРСКОЙ АССР СЕЛЬСКОМУ ХОЗЯЙСТВУ 
В ГОДЫ ВЕЛИКОЙ ОТЕЧЕСТВЕННОЙ ВОЙНЫ 
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монт тракторов, сельскохозяйственный инвентарь, техническая бригада. 
 
Нефтяники Башкирской АССР, беспе-

ребойно обеспечивая действующую армию 
горюче-смазочными материалами, в годы 
Великой Отечественной войны (1941-1945 
годы) изыскивали возможность для оказа-
ния существенной помощи и сельскому хо-
зяйству. Как известно, сельское хозяйство 
республики испытывало неимоверные 
трудности с рабочей силой и материальным 
обеспечением. К 1943 году количество тру-
доспособных колхозников по сравнению с 
довоенным временем уменьшилось на 218 
тыс. человек, или на 31%. Общая мощность 
тракторного парка в МТС и совхозах со-
кратилась на 27%. На фронт были отправ-
лены почти все грузовые автомобили, заня-
тые в сельском хозяйстве. К 1944 году по-
севная площадь республики в целом сокра-
тилась на 38%, площадь яровых зерновых 
культур – на 50% [1], поголовье лошадей – 
на 58%, крупного рогатого скота – на 47%. 
Снизилась урожайность полей [2]. 

Трудности, испытываемые сельским хо-
зяйством, преодолевались героическими 
усилиями колхозного крестьянства, на по-
мощь которому пришел рабочий класс, в 
том числе нефтяники. 

Важнейшим направлением помощи 
сельскому хозяйству являлось изготовление 
запасных частей для сельскохозяйственной 
техники и восстановление изношенных де-
талей машин. Согласно решению ГКО за-
воды Наркомата нефтяной промышленно-
сти производили запасные части к сельско-
хозяйственным машинам вплоть до окон-
чания войны [3]. Так, только в первом 
квартале 1945 года было выделено 15318 
единиц запасных деталей сельскохозяйст-
венной техники [4]. 

Серьезные трудности наблюдались и в 
связи с нехваткой горючего. В 1942 году 
для обеспечения весенне-посевной кампа-
нии в республике горючими и маслами 
нефтеперерабатывающими заводами было 
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