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Global English News 

Food Security: The Politics of What We Eat 

A shortage of food rarely begins in an empty field. Far more often, it begins in a government office, a 
shipping lane, or a negotiating room far removed from any farm. The world currently grows enough 
calories to feed every person on the planet, and yet hundreds of millions still go hungry every single day. 
This gap between abundance and genuine access is the central puzzle of food security, and it is a 
puzzle that politics, not agriculture alone, must ultimately solve. When a country restricts exports, raises 
tariffs, or quietly begins to hoard grain reserves during a crisis, the consequences ripple outward far 
beyond its own borders. Food, in other words, is never simply food. It can serve as economic leverage, 
as a tool of diplomacy, and at times, as an outright weapon. Understanding who truly controls the world's 
food supply reveals as much about power as it does about farming itself. 

 

The 2007–2008 global food price crisis remains the clearest modern lesson in how political decisions can 
turn a manageable shortfall into a full-blown international emergency. Poor harvests and rising fuel costs 
pushed grain prices upward that year, but the sharpest spikes in cost arrived only after several major 
exporting nations imposed sudden restrictions meant to protect their own domestic supply. Researchers 
later calculated that these export bans alone contributed to a staggering forty-five percent jump in global 
rice prices and nearly thirty percent for wheat within a matter of months. Riots broke out in more than 
thirty countries, from Haiti to Bangladesh, as ordinary families found bread and rice suddenly out of 
financial reach. The crisis exposed a harsh irony at the heart of the global food system: the very policies 
meant to shield one nation's citizens from hunger often exacerbated hunger everywhere else, 
particularly among the world's poorest food-importing nations. 

 

That irony now has a name: food nationalism. Under intense domestic pressure to keep prices low at 
home, governments frequently reach for export bans, strict quotas, or steep tariffs the moment global 
supply begins to tighten. India, normally a dependable wheat exporter, abruptly halted shipments in 
2022 after a punishing heat wave threatened to damage its harvest. Global wheat prices immediately 
jumped to record highs, even though India was not actually among the world's largest wheat sellers at 
the time. The move set a troubling precedent: when even cautious, food-secure nations begin to panic, 
smaller and more vulnerable economies elsewhere are left to absorb the damage. Economists studying 
these episodes note that such restrictions rarely achieve their stated goal in the first place. Domestic 
prices often keep climbing regardless, while the global market simultaneously loses a reliable supplier, 
punishing distant importers who had no voice in the original decision at all. 

 

Food security is also deeply tangled up with energy and geopolitics in ways most everyday consumers 
never see or consider. Fertilizer production depends heavily on natural gas, and shipping routes for both 
grain and fuel frequently pass through narrow, contested waterways controlled by only a few nations. 
The Strait of Hormuz, for instance, carries a significant share of the world's crude oil alongside fertilizer 
components destined for farms on nearly every continent. When military tensions flare near such 
chokepoints, insurance costs for cargo ships climb sharply, fertilizer supplies grow scarce, and distant 
planting seasons are thrown into complete disarray. Analysts increasingly describe food systems as 
strategic infrastructure, no less critical to national stability than power grids or telecommunications 
networks. A disruption in one region's energy supply, then, can quietly and unexpectedly become a 
hunger crisis in a country that never even appeared in the original headline. 

 

History offers a blunt reminder that rising bread prices have the power to topple entire governments. 
Rising food costs helped ignite the wave of protests that spread across the Middle East and North Africa 
in the early 2010s, a period now widely remembered as the Arab Spring. Wheat-dependent nations like 
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Egypt, which imports the majority of its grain from abroad, watched public anger grow as subsidized 
bread became harder for the state to reliably guarantee. Leaders who once seemed untouchable 
discovered that hunger, more than almost any other public grievance, has the power to mobilize an 
entire population practically overnight. Governments have not forgotten this hard lesson since. Many now 
treat grain reserves and bread subsidies as matters of genuine national security rather than simple 
economic policy, choosing to stockpile wheat much the way other nations stockpile oil or weapons 
systems. 

 

Beneath these dramatic, headline-grabbing flashpoints lies a quieter, more structural form of food 
injustice. Roughly three-quarters of the world's agricultural land is currently used to raise or feed livestock, 
yet that enormous share of land supplies only a small fraction of humanity's total protein. Shifting even 
a modest portion of that land toward crops grown directly for human consumption could ease pressure 
on the global food supply quite considerably. Meanwhile, women produce a substantial share of the 
developing world's food but frequently lack equal access to farm loans, land ownership, and formal 
agricultural training. Closing this persistent gap, researchers argue, could lift out of poverty millions of 
farming families without requiring a single new acre of farmland anywhere. These structural imbalances 
rarely make international headlines, yet they shape who eats well and who does not just as powerfully 
as any single dramatic export ban ever could. 

 

Solutions to food insecurity certainly exist, but they demand political will just as much as scientific 
innovation. Diversifying trade partnerships, rather than relying heavily on a small handful of exporting 
giants, can help vulnerable countries withstand sudden shocks when one major supplier falters 
unexpectedly. Investment in climate-resilient crop varieties, improved irrigation systems, and stronger 
storage infrastructure all reduce the odds that a single regional drought spirals into a national emergency. 
International organizations increasingly promote agricultural trade corridors, or specially protected 
routes designed to keep food moving steadily even amid regional conflict nearby. None of these particular 
fixes are secret or even especially novel; agricultural economists have recommended most of them for 
decades now, in report after report. What has often been missing instead is the coordinated political 
commitment required to fund and implement them before, rather than after, the next crisis inevitably 
arrives. 

 

Beyond the Headlines 

Long before modern export bans made international headlines, ancient rulers already understood that 
controlling grain meant controlling power itself. Egyptian pharaohs built massive state granaries not 
merely to prevent famine but to actively project their own authority, doling out reserves during lean years 
to secure the lasting loyalty of their subjects. The Roman Empire took this strategy even further, 
distributing free or heavily subsidized grain to citizens in the capital, a practiced historian later nicknamed 
"bread and circuses" for how effectively it kept the restless public content and compliant. Centuries 
afterward, a poor harvest and soaring bread prices helped fuel the unrest that led to the French 
Revolution, as Parisians watched the cost of their daily loaf steadily outpace their modest wages. Some 
historians argue the famous phrase falsely attributed to Marie Antoinette endures precisely because it 
captures how catastrophically out of touch a government can seem once it misreads a brewing food 
crisis. 
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Vocabulary 

Paragraph 1 

abundance (n.) (n.) A very large supply of something; more than enough.  “The region enjoyed 
an abundance of fresh water and fertile soil.” 

access (n.) (n.) The ability or right to obtain or make use of something.  “Many rural 
families still lack reliable access to affordable food.” 

restricts (v.) (v.) Limits or controls something, often to keep it within certain bounds.  “The 
new law restricts how much grain companies can export each month.” 

hoard (v.) (v.) To collect and store a large amount of something, often out of fear of 
shortage.  “Some households began to hoard rice as soon as prices started 
rising.” 

ripple (v.) (v.) To spread gradually outward from a central point, like effects or 
consequences.  “A single trade decision can ripple across dozens of other 
economies.” 

leverage (n.) (n.) Power or influence used to achieve a desired outcome.  “Oil-rich nations 
sometimes use their resources as leverage in negotiations.” 

diplomacy (n.) (n.) The skill of managing relations between nations through negotiation rather 
than conflict.  “Food aid has long been used as a tool of international 
diplomacy.” 

 

Paragraph 2 

shortfall (n.) (n.) A situation in which there is less of something than what is needed.  “A 
poor harvest created a serious shortfall in the national wheat supply.” 

spikes (n.) (n.) Sudden, sharp increases in an amount or level.  “Fuel shortages caused 
sudden spikes in the price of shipping grain.” 

staggering (adj.) (adj.) Extremely large or surprising, often shocking in scale.  “The report 
revealed a staggering rise in global food prices that year.” 

riots (n.) (n.) Violent public disturbances caused by a crowd of angry people.  “Food 
riots broke out in the capital after bread prices doubled.” 

irony (n.) (n.) A situation in which the actual result is the opposite of what was expected 
or intended.  “It was a bitter irony that policies meant to help ended up causing 
more harm.” 

shield (v.) (v.) To protect someone or something from harm or difficulty.  “Subsidies are 
often designed to shield poor families from rising costs.” 

exacerbated (v.) (v.) Made a problem or situation worse.  “The export ban exacerbated 
shortages in countries that depended on those imports.” 

 

Paragraph 3 

quotas (n.) (n.) Official limits on the amount or number of something allowed.  “The 
government introduced strict export quotas to protect domestic supply.” 

dependable (adj.) (adj.) Reliable and able to be trusted to perform consistently.  “For decades, 
the country was seen as a dependable source of wheat.” 
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abruptly (adv.) (adv.) Suddenly and without warning.  “Shipments stopped abruptly after the 
surprise policy announcement.” 

precedent (n.) (n.) An earlier action or decision that is later used as an example or guide.  
“The ban set a dangerous precedent that other nations soon followed.” 

panic (v.) (v.) To feel or act with sudden, uncontrollable fear or anxiety.  “Markets tend 
to panic whenever a major exporter halts shipments.” 

vulnerable (adj.) (adj.) Easily harmed or affected, especially by outside events.  “Import-
dependent nations are often the most vulnerable to price shocks.” 

absorb (v.) (v.) To experience and deal with the effects of something difficult.  “Smaller 
economies had no choice but to absorb the sudden price increase.” 

 

Paragraph 4 

tangled up (phr. v.) (phr. v.) Closely and confusingly connected with something else.  “Food 
supply is deeply tangled up with energy prices and shipping routes.” 

contested (adj.) (adj.) Disputed or fought over, especially between different groups or nations.  
“The ships had to pass through a contested stretch of water.” 

flare (v.) (v.) To suddenly become more intense or active, especially conflict or tension.  
“Tensions can flare quickly near narrow, strategically important waterways.” 

chokepoints (n.) (n.) Narrow, critical points through which trade or transport must pass.  “Global 
grain shipments rely heavily on a handful of major chokepoints.” 

scarce (adj.) (adj.) In short supply; not easily available.  “Fertilizer became scarce after the 
shipping route was disrupted.” 

disarray (n.) (n.) A state of confusion or disorder.  “The delayed shipments threw the entire 
planting season into disarray.” 

infrastructure (n.) (n.) The basic physical systems and structures a country needs to function.  
“Experts now treat food systems as essential national infrastructure.” 

 

Paragraph 5 

topple (v.) (v.) To cause a government or leader to fall from power.  “Rising bread prices 
have helped topple more than one government.” 

ignite (v.) (v.) To cause something, such as a strong reaction or conflict, to begin 
suddenly.  “Soaring grain prices helped ignite protests across the region.” 

untouchable (adj.) (adj.) Impossible to criticize, remove, or affect; seemingly safe from 
consequences.  “Leaders who once seemed untouchable were suddenly 
forced to resign.” 

grievance (n.) (n.) A cause of complaint or resentment, often shared by a group of people.  
“Rising food costs became the country’s single biggest public grievance.” 

mobilize (v.) (v.) To organize and encourage people to take collective action.  “Hunger has 
the power to mobilize an entire population very quickly.” 

subsidies (n.) (n.) Money given by a government to lower the cost of goods for the public.  
“The government relies on bread subsidies to keep prices affordable.” 
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stockpile (v.) (v.) To store a large supply of something for future use, often in case of 
emergency.  “Many nations now stockpile wheat as a matter of national 
policy.” 

 

Paragraph 6 

structural (adj.) (adj.) Relating to the basic, underlying way a system is organized.  “The report 
pointed to structural problems in how farmland is used worldwide.” 

fraction (n.) (n.) A small part or amount of something.  “Livestock farming uses vast land 
but produces only a fraction of total protein.” 

ease (v.) (v.) To make a problem or pressure less severe.  “Better land use could ease 
pressure on the global food supply.” 

considerably (adv.) (adv.) By a large amount; significantly.  “Food prices dropped considerably 
once the trade routes reopened.” 

gap (n.) (n.) A significant difference or divide between two groups or situations.  
“Closing the gender gap in farming could reduce hunger substantially.” 

lift out of (phr. v.) (phr. v.) To help someone escape a difficult situation, especially poverty.  
“Better access to land could lift out of poverty millions of families.” 

imbalances (n.) (n.) Unequal or unfair differences between things that should be balanced.  
“These structural imbalances shape who eats well and who does not.” 

 

Paragraph 7 

diversifying (v.) (v.) Expanding to include a greater variety of things, reducing dependence on 
just one.  “Diversifying trade partners helps countries avoid relying on a 
single supplier.” 

withstand (v.) (v.) To successfully survive or resist a difficult force or event.  “Diversified 
economies are better able to withstand sudden supply shocks.” 

resilient (adj.) (adj.) Able to recover quickly from difficulty or withstand harsh conditions.  
“Scientists are developing more resilient crops that survive extreme heat.” 

storage (n.) (n.) The action or method of keeping something for future use.  “Better grain 
storage prevents harvests from spoiling before reaching markets.” 

corridors (n.) (n.) Protected routes that allow goods or people to move safely through a 
region.  “Trade corridors help keep food moving even during regional 
conflict.” 

novel (adj.) (adj.) New and original; not seen or tried before.  “Few of these proposed 
solutions are actually novel to policymakers.” 

commitment (n.) (n.) A firm decision or promise to do something.  “Lasting change requires real 
political commitment, not just good intentions.” 

 

Beyond the Headlines 

granaries (n.) (n.) Buildings used to store grain, especially large official reserves.  “Ancient 
rulers built granaries to protect against future famine.” 
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project (v.) (v.) To display or communicate something, such as power or confidence, 
outward.  “Kings used food distribution to project their authority over the 
population.” 

loyalty (n.) (n.) Strong and faithful support or allegiance toward someone or something.  
“Grain distribution helped secure the loyalty of ordinary citizens.” 

compliant (adj.) (adj.) Willing to obey rules or requests; cooperative.  “Free bread kept the 
Roman public relatively content and compliant.” 

fuel (v.) (v.) To increase or intensify a situation, especially conflict or emotion.  “Rising 
bread prices helped fuel the anger that led to revolution.” 

outpace (v.) (v.) To increase or move faster than something else.  “Bread prices began to 
outpace the wages of ordinary workers.” 

catastrophically 
(adv.) 

(adv.) In a way that causes extreme, disastrous harm or failure.  “A 
government can appear catastrophically out of touch during a food crisis.” 
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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.  food a.  highs 

2.  export b.  security 

3.  grain c.  bans 

4.  record d.  corridors 

5.  political e.  wave 

6.  trade f.  market 

7.  global g.  reserves 

8.  heat h.  will 

 

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.  Which word means "an extremely large or shocking amount"? 

a.  scarce 

b.  staggering 

c.  dependable 

d.  resilient 

 

2.  If a policy "exacerbated" a problem, what happened? 

a.  It solved the problem completely. 

b.  It made the problem worse. 

c.  It had no effect on the problem. 

d.  It delayed the problem slightly. 

 

3.  A "chokepoint" is best described as which of the following? 

a.  A place where trade or transport becomes dangerously blocked. 

b.  A type of government subsidy. 

c.  A large store of grain. 

d.  A formal agreement between two nations. 

 

4.  Which words both relate to keeping supplies for future use? Select all that apply. 

a.  stockpile 

b.  storage 

c.  quotas 
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d.  irony 

 

5.  If a government wants to "shield" citizens from rising prices, what is its goal? 

a.  To raise prices intentionally. 

b.  To protect citizens from the effects of rising prices. 

c.  To export more goods abroad. 

d.  To ignore the price increases. 

 

6.  Which word means "closely and confusingly connected"? 

a.  tangled up 

b.  lift out of 

c.  withstand 

d.  diversifying 

 

7.  A leader described as "untouchable" is generally seen as which of the following? 

a.  Easy to remove from power. 

b.  Safe from criticism or consequences. 

c.  Popular only with foreign governments. 

d.  Responsible for a food shortage. 

 

8.  Which words describe something that is unequal or unfairly divided? Select all that apply. 

a.  imbalances 

b.  gap 

c.  precedent 

d.  commitment 

 

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 countries be allowed to restrict food exports during a crisis, even if doing so harms other 
nations? Why or why not? 

2.  In your country, has the government ever used subsidies or stockpiles to manage food prices? What 
was the result? 

3.  The article argues that closing the gender gap in farming could reduce hunger significantly. What 
barriers do you think prevent this from happening? 

4.  Do you think shifting global agriculture away from livestock and toward crops grown for direct human 
consumption is realistic? What challenges would this create? 

5.  The article compares modern food politics to ancient practices like Roman grain distribution. What 
similarities or differences do you see between these two eras? 

 

 

 

 

 




