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Global English News 

Food Security: The Politics of What We Eat 

Food security sounds like a technical phrase, but it is fundamentally a question of power: who controls 
what lands on a family's table, and at what cost. Harvests fail, currencies collapse, and borders shut, yet 
the resulting scarcity rarely strikes at random; it tends to fall hardest on people with the least political 
leverage. Throughout history, rulers have treated grain reserves as instruments of statecraft, rewarding 
allies while quietly starving an adversary into submission. Wheat, rice, and corn are not merely dietary 
staples; as globally traded commodities, their prices ripple through economies that never grew a single 
stalk themselves. A drought in one hemisphere can trigger a bread riot in another, which is why food has 
become inseparable from geopolitics. When a government imposes an export embargo to protect 
domestic supply, it is making a calculated political choice, not simply managing a harvest, and someone, 
somewhere, inevitably pays the price for that decision. 

 

A remarkably small number of countries feed the rest of the world. The United States, Russia, and 
Ukraine alone export most of the wheat and corn that cross international borders, so a single bad season 
in one of these so-called breadbasket nations can send shockwaves through global food markets. Much 
of that grain passes through narrow maritime chokepoints, like the Bosphorus Strait, where a blocked 
ship or naval blockade can strand millions of tons of food at sea. When Russia's 2022 invasion of Ukraine 
disrupted Black Sea shipping, wheat prices spiked within days, and countries that had grown comfortably 
import-dependent for decades suddenly faced empty granaries. Nations with a genuine surplus gained 
outsized diplomatic weight overnight, while those without one scrambled for alternatives. The episode 
exposed how volatile a system built on efficiency, rather than durability, can become the moment 
geography turns against it. 

 

Using hunger as a political weapon is far from new. In the 1930s, Soviet grain-requisition policies helped 
produce a catastrophic famine in Ukraine, an early illustration of how food supply could be manipulated 
to punish a rebellious population. Governments have refined that logic since, learning to weaponize 
agriculture without firing a shot. Trade sanctions aimed at hostile regimes routinely restrict fertilizer, 
seed, or machinery imports, and even when food itself is exempt, the surrounding restrictions can quietly 
cripple a nation's ability to grow it. During prolonged sieges, food rationing becomes an instrument of 
both survival and control, as authorities decide who receives a full share and who does not. Such tactics 
rely on coercion rather than persuasion: populations are pressured into compliance not through 
argument but through the threat, or the reality, of an empty plate. The uncomfortable truth is that hunger, 
deployed deliberately, remains one of history's most effective and least visible weapons. 

 

Climate change is quietly redrawing the map of global agriculture. Rising temperatures and increasingly 
erratic rainfall are shrinking the crop yield that farmers can reliably expect from fields their families have 
worked for generations. In parts of the Sahel, desertification is swallowing what was once productive 
farmland, forcing communities to abandon fields their ancestors cultivated for centuries and pushing 
millions toward already crowded cities. Not all arable land is disappearing at the same rate: some 
northern regions are gaining longer growing seasons even as tropical zones lose them, so climate change 
is redistributing agricultural advantage as much as destroying it outright. Many farmers practicing 
subsistence agriculture lack the capital to irrigate, diversify, or insure against a failed season, leaving 
them disproportionately exposed to this shift. Wealthier nations can import their way around a bad 
harvest; poorer ones often cannot, and each failed season further undermines food systems that were 
never especially resilient to begin with. 
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In response to this vulnerability, a growing movement demands food sovereignty rather than mere food 
security: the right of communities to control their own agricultural systems instead of depending on volatile 
international markets. Advocates argue that colonial-era plantation economies pushed many regions 
toward export-oriented monoculture, replacing diverse local diets with a single cash crop destined for 
foreign markets. That legacy persists: smallholder farmers who once grew a range of staples for their 
communities were gradually displaced by large-scale operations optimized for global trade rather than 
local nutrition. Reviving indigenous crop varieties and traditional farming knowledge has become both 
a practical strategy and a political statement, a way of reclaiming agricultural autonomy from institutions 
many communities never fully trusted. Across Latin America, Africa, and South Asia, grassroots 
cooperatives now experiment with seed banks and localized supply chains, betting that resilience grown 
from the ground up will outlast the next global grain crisis. 

 

Domestic farm policy is every bit as political as international trade. Wealthy nations shield their farmers 
with subsidies that let them sell crops abroad below the actual cost of production, a practice that can 
bankrupt smallholders in poorer countries unable to compete with cheap imports. In the United States, 
agricultural policy is negotiated through a sprawling farm bill that must satisfy a powerful constituency: 
a small number of large producers whose lobbying influence outweighs their share of the population. 
Import tariffs are often justified as protecting food security at home, even when their real effect is closer 
to protectionism dressed up in patriotic language. The result, in many wealthy economies, is chronic 
overproduction of subsidized staples like corn and soy, processed into everything from livestock feed 
to sweeteners rather than sold as food directly. These arrangements have become so entrenched that 
reforming them would upend entire regional economies, which is why few politicians try. 

 

Technology offers no single fix, but it is reshaping the politics of food security. Farmers now rely on 
precision agriculture, satellite-guided planting, soil sensors, and data-driven irrigation, to squeeze more 
food from the same acre while using less water and fertilizer, though the equipment required remains out 
of reach for smallholders. Advances in biotechnology have produced drought-resistant seed varieties 
capable of surviving conditions that would have devastated earlier crops, yet public skepticism toward 
genetically altered food continues to slow adoption in many markets, regardless of scientific consensus 
on safety. Vertical farms, which stack crops in climate-controlled towers near cities, have begun to 
proliferate in wealthy urban centers, promising fresher produce with a smaller transportation footprint, 
even if energy costs limit them to high-value greens rather than staple grains. Progress tends to be 
incremental, shaped by patents, regulation, and science, and whether it proves viable at the scale 
hunger demands remains a political question. 

 

Beyond the Headlines 

In the summer of 1972, in what grain traders call the Great Grain Robbery, the Soviet Union pulled off 
one of the Cold War's boldest trade maneuvers. Facing a disastrous harvest at home, Soviet officials 
sent negotiators to Washington who covertly approached American grain companies one at a time, 
instead of announcing their intentions publicly. Each company, unaware its rivals were striking nearly 
identical deals, agreed to broker enormous shipments of subsidized wheat at bargain prices, believing it 
had landed an exclusive windfall. Only after the contracts were signed did the full scale become clear: 
the Soviets had secured roughly a quarter of the American wheat crop. Domestic bread prices spiked, 
farmers who had sold early watched speculation drive up the prices they had missed, and Congress 
spent years investigating the loophole that let it happen. Economists cite the episode as proof that a 
handful of unwitting deals can move a nation's food prices. 

 



Global English News — GEN008A     Page 3 

Vocabulary 

Paragraph 1 

scarcity (n.) (n.) A shortage of something needed or wanted, often causing prices to rise 
or people to go without.  “The scarcity of clean water forced villagers to walk 
miles each day.” 

leverage (n.) (n.) The power to influence people or events, often because you control 
something they need.  “Oil-rich nations often use their supply as leverage in 
international negotiations.” 

statecraft (n.) (n.) The skillful and strategic management of a country's affairs, especially its 
relations with other nations.  “Diplomats consider food distribution a subtle but 
powerful tool of statecraft.” 

adversary (n.) (n.) An opponent or enemy in a conflict, competition, or negotiation.  “The two 
nations had been bitter adversaries for over a decade.” 

commodities (n.) (n.) Raw materials or agricultural products that are bought and sold, especially 
in bulk on international markets.  “Wheat and oil are two of the most heavily 
traded commodities in the world.” 

geopolitics (n.) (n.) The study or practice of how geography, resources, and power shape 
international politics.  “Control over shipping routes has always been central 
to geopolitics.” 

embargo (n.) (n.) An official government order that bans trade with a particular country or in 
a particular product.  “The government placed an embargo on grain exports 
to preserve domestic supply.” 

 

Paragraph 2 

breadbasket (n.) (n.) A region that produces large amounts of grain and supplies it to other 
areas.  “Ukraine has long been considered one of the world’s breadbasket 
nations.” 

chokepoints (n.) (n.) Narrow passages, such as straits or canals, through which large volumes 
of trade must pass, making them vulnerable to disruption.  “Naval 
commanders view narrow straits as critical chokepoints for global shipping.” 

blockade (n.) (n.) A military or political action that seals off a place to prevent goods or 
people from entering or leaving.  “A naval blockade can cut off a country's 
food imports within weeks.” 

import-dependent 
(adj.) 

(adj.) Relying heavily on goods brought in from other countries rather than 
producing them domestically.  “Small island nations are often import-
dependent for basic food staples.” 

granaries (n.) (n.) Storage buildings or reserves used to hold large quantities of grain.  “By 
late summer, the country's granaries were nearly empty.” 

surplus (n.) (n.) An amount of something, such as grain, left over after needs have been 
met, available for sale or storage.  “A bumper harvest left the region with a 
substantial grain surplus.” 

volatile (adj.) (adj.) Likely to change suddenly and unpredictably, especially in a way that 
causes instability.  “Grain prices became extremely volatile after the shipping 
routes closed.” 
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Paragraph 3 

requisition (n.) (n.) An official demand or order to seize goods or supplies, typically by a 
government or military authority.  “The wartime requisition of grain left many 
farming families without enough to eat.” 

famine (n.) (n.) An extreme and widespread scarcity of food, often causing severe hunger 
and death.  “The failed harvest triggered a famine that killed millions.” 

weaponize (v.) (v.) To turn something not originally designed as a weapon into a tool for 
causing harm or exerting control.  “Historians argue that the regime chose to 
weaponize food distribution against its own citizens.” 

sanctions (n.) (n.) Official penalties, such as trade restrictions, imposed by one country or 
group of countries against another.  “International sanctions blocked the 
country from importing essential farm equipment.” 

sieges (n.) (n.) Military operations in which an army surrounds a city or place to cut off 
supplies and force surrender.  “During medieval sieges, starving out a city 
was often more effective than direct attack.” 

rationing (n.) (n.) The controlled distribution of scarce goods, such as food, so that everyone 
receives a limited, fixed share.  “Wartime rationing meant every family 
received only a small amount of bread each week.” 

coercion (n.) (n.) The practice of forcing someone to act in a certain way through pressure, 
threats, or intimidation rather than persuasion.  “The regime relied on 
coercion, not consent, to control the population's food supply.” 

 

Paragraph 4 

erratic (adj.) (adj.) Irregular or unpredictable, without a fixed or reliable pattern.  “Erratic 
rainfall has made planting schedules almost impossible to plan.” 

yield (n.) (n.) The amount of a crop produced from a given area of land.  “Farmers 
reported a sharply lower wheat yield after the drought.” 

desertification (n.) (n.) The process by which fertile land gradually becomes desert, often due to 
drought, deforestation, or poor farming practices.  “Decades of overgrazing 
accelerated desertification across the region.” 

arable (adj.) (adj.) Suitable for growing crops through plowing or cultivation.  “Much of the 
country's arable land lies along the river valley.” 

subsistence (n.) (n.) A level of production or income that provides just enough to survive, with 
little or no surplus.  “Subsistence farmers grow only enough food to feed their 
own families.” 

undermines (v.) (v.) Weakens or damages something gradually, often in a subtle or indirect 
way.  “Each failed harvest further undermines a community's long-term food 
security.” 

resilient (adj.) (adj.) Able to recover quickly from difficulties or to withstand pressure without 
collapsing.  “Diversified farms tend to be more resilient during unpredictable 
growing seasons.” 
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Paragraph 5 

sovereignty (n.) (n.) The authority of a community or nation to govern itself and make its own 
decisions without outside control.  “The movement calls for greater food 
sovereignty rather than dependence on imports.” 

monoculture (n.) (n.) The agricultural practice of growing a single crop over a large area, often 
to the exclusion of other crops.  “Decades of monoculture left the soil 
depleted of essential nutrients.” 

smallholder (n.) (n.) A farmer who owns or works a small piece of land, typically producing on 
a limited scale.  “Many smallholder farmers struggle to compete with large 
industrial producers.” 

displaced (v.) (v.) Forced out of a usual place or position, often replaced by something else.  
“Traditional food crops were gradually displaced by a single export 
commodity.” 

indigenous (adj.) (adj.) Originating naturally in a particular place or belonging to the original 
inhabitants of a region.  “Reviving indigenous crop varieties has helped some 
communities become more self-sufficient.” 

autonomy (n.) (n.) The ability to make independent decisions and govern one's own affairs 
without outside control.  “Local cooperatives are working to reclaim agricultural 
autonomy from distant institutions.” 

grassroots (adj.) (adj.) Originating from ordinary people at the local level rather than from official 
or centralized institutions.  “Grassroots cooperatives are reshaping food 
production from the ground up.” 

 

Paragraph 6 

subsidies (n.) (n.) Financial assistance provided by a government to support an industry or 
lower the price of a product.  “Government subsidies allow farmers to sell 
their crops abroad more cheaply.” 

constituency (n.) (n.) A group of people, often voters or interest groups, whose support a 
politician or policy depends on.  “Large agricultural producers form a powerful 
constituency in farm-state politics.” 

lobbying (n.) (n.) The activity of trying to influence politicians or officials on behalf of a 
particular interest or cause.  “Agricultural lobbying has shaped farm policy for 
decades.” 

tariffs (n.) (n.) Taxes imposed on goods imported from other countries.  “New import 
tariffs made foreign grain significantly more expensive.” 

protectionism (n.) (n.) An economic policy of restricting imports to shield domestic industries 
from foreign competition.  “Critics argue the new tariffs amount to simple 
protectionism.” 

overproduction (n.) (n.) The production of more of a good than is needed or can be sold, often 
leading to waste or artificially low prices.  “Chronic overproduction of corn 
has driven prices well below what many farmers need to stay profitable.” 

entrenched (adj.) (adj.) Firmly established and very difficult to change.  “Subsidy programs have 
become so entrenched that few politicians dare challenge them.” 
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Paragraph 7 

precision agriculture 
(n. phrase) 

(n. phrase) Farming methods that use technology such as sensors and data 
analysis to manage crops with greater accuracy and efficiency.  “Precision 
agriculture allows a farmer to apply water only where a field actually needs 
it.” 

biotechnology (n.) (n.) The use of living organisms or biological processes to develop new 
products or technologies, including in agriculture.  “Advances in 
biotechnology have made it possible to breed hardier crop varieties.” 

drought-resistant 
(adj.) 

(adj.) Able to survive and continue growing with little water.  “Scientists have 
developed drought-resistant strains of wheat for arid regions.” 

skepticism (n.) (n.) Doubt or a questioning attitude toward claims, especially ones that lack 
clear proof.  “Public skepticism toward genetically modified crops persists in 
many countries.” 

proliferate (v.) (v.) To increase rapidly in number or spread quickly.  “Vertical farms have 
begun to proliferate in cities with limited access to farmland.” 

incremental (adj.) (adj.) Happening gradually, in small steps, rather than all at once.  “Reform of 
the food system has been incremental rather than sweeping.” 

viable (adj.) (adj.) Capable of working successfully or being put into practice.  
“Researchers are still testing whether the technology is commercially viable.” 

 

Beyond the Headlines 

covertly (adv.) (adv.) Secretly or in a hidden manner, without others' knowledge.  “The 
negotiators covertly approached each company separately to avoid raising 
suspicion.” 

broker (v.) (v.) To arrange or negotiate a deal or agreement, typically acting as an 
intermediary.  “Officials worked quietly to broker enormous grain shipments 
before news of the deal spread.” 

windfall (n.) (n.) An unexpected and often large gain, especially of money or a good 
opportunity.  “Each company believed it had landed an exclusive windfall.” 

spiked (v.) (v.) Rose sharply and suddenly, especially in reference to prices or values.  
“Bread prices spiked within weeks of the announcement.” 

speculation (n.) (n.) Investment or trading based on predicting future price movements, often 
involving significant risk.  “Rising speculation in the grain markets pushed 
prices even higher.” 

loophole (n.) (n.) A gap or ambiguity in a rule or law that allows people to avoid its intended 
effect.  “Congress later closed the export loophole that had made the deal 
possible.” 

unwitting (adj.) (adj.) Not aware of what is happening; unintentional.  “The unwitting 
companies had no idea their competitors were signing identical deals.” 
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Language Review 

Exercise A — Collocations 

Match each item in Column A with the word or phrase in Column B that forms a natural collocation 
from the article. Write the correct letter next to each number. 

 

Column A Column B 

1.  trade a.  tariff 

2.  yield b.  price 

3.  export c.  sovereignty 

4.  spike d.  sanctions 

5.  food e.  supply 

6.  reserves f.  grain 

7.  import g.  crop 

8.  chain h.  embargo 

 

Exercise B — Vocabulary Quiz 

Choose the best answer (a, b, c, or d) for each question. Some questions may have more than one 
correct answer — select all that apply. 

 

1.  According to the article, why does food scarcity "rarely strike at random"? 

a.  It is caused primarily by unpredictable natural disasters. 

b.  It disproportionately affects populations with the least political leverage. 

c.  It affects every country equally, regardless of politics. 

d.  It depends only on regional rainfall patterns. 

 

2.  Based on paragraph 2, what made the 2022 disruption to Black Sea shipping especially damaging 
to some countries? 

a.  Those countries had built up large grain surpluses beforehand. 

b.  Those countries were entirely self-sufficient in food production. 

c.  Those countries had grown import-dependent over previous decades. 

d.  Those countries controlled the region’s maritime chokepoints. 

 

3.  In paragraph 3, the 1930s Ukrainian famine is used to illustrate which broader idea? 

a.  Natural disasters are the leading historical cause of famine. 

b.  Food supply can be deliberately manipulated as a political weapon. 

c.  Grain-requisition policies generally improve agricultural output. 

d.  Sanctions are a uniquely modern invention. 

 

4.  According to paragraph 4, what does the article claim about climate change's effect on agriculture? 

a.  It reduces crop yields uniformly across every region. 

b.  It is redistributing agricultural advantage as much as destroying it. 



Global English News — GEN008A     Page 8 

c.  Subsistence farmers are the group least affected by it. 

d.  Arable land is shrinking at an identical rate worldwide. 

 

5.  Which ideas are part of the food sovereignty movement described in paragraph 5? (Select all that 
apply.) 

a.  Communities should control their own agricultural systems rather than depend on volatile 
markets. 

b.  Reviving indigenous crop varieties is purely nostalgic and carries no political meaning. 

c.  Colonial-era monoculture displaced diverse local food systems. 

d.  Grassroots cooperatives are experimenting with alternatives to large-scale global supply chains. 

 

6.  In paragraph 6, what unintended effect can agricultural subsidies in wealthy nations have abroad? 

a.  They raise global commodity prices for every producer. 

b.  They can undercut smallholder farmers in poorer countries who cannot match artificially cheap 
imports. 

c.  They eliminate any need for import tariffs. 

d.  They have no measurable effect outside the subsidizing country. 

 

7.  Based on paragraph 7, what does the article suggest about biotechnology's role in food security? 

a.  It has fully resolved public concerns about genetically altered crops. 

b.  Its adoption is slowed partly by public skepticism, despite scientific consensus on safety. 

c.  Precision agriculture is equally accessible to smallholders and large farms. 

d.  Vertical farms already supply most of the world’s staple grains. 

 

8.  What point does the Great Grain Robbery anecdote in Beyond the Headlines ultimately illustrate? 

a.  Soviet officials were inexperienced and unskilled negotiators. 

b.  A handful of unwitting deals can move an entire nation’s food prices. 

c.  American grain companies coordinated openly with one another. 

d.  The episode had no lasting effect on U.S. agricultural policy. 

 

Exercise C — Discussion Questions 

Discuss the following questions with a partner or in a small group. Use evidence from the article to 
support your ideas. 

 

1.  Should wealthy nations be allowed to use food exports as a tool of foreign policy, even when doing 
so risks serious harm to import-dependent populations? Why or why not? 

2.  To what extent should agricultural subsidies in wealthy countries be reformed, given their effects on 
smallholder farmers elsewhere? What tradeoffs would such reform involve? 

3.  Is the food sovereignty movement a realistic alternative to global trade, or does it risk leaving import-
dependent nations more vulnerable? Defend your position with evidence from the article. 

4.  How should governments balance the promise of biotechnology, such as drought-resistant crops, 
against public skepticism and calls for stricter regulation? 

5.  Given the long history of hunger used as a political weapon, what international mechanisms, if any, 
could realistically prevent food from being weaponized in future conflicts? 

 


