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Topic A: Increasing Agricultural Production in Cities

Introduction

Cities have surpassed rural areas as home for the majority of the world’s population.* Without
careful planning and investment, cities can be dense, chaotic, expensive and unhealthy places to
live. Traditionally, large urban populations have been sustained by agricultural production in the
hinterland. Rural areas were places of food production, while cities were places of food
consumption. While new agricultural practices and technology have increased crop yields in
rural farming over time, the reality for urban dwellers — particularly lower-income residents — is
often lack of access to fresh, healthy food.2 This is particularly the case in developing countries
where rural agriculture is often focused on commercial crops for export. Less land in cultivation
for the diverse food items needed for healthy nutrition means higher prices for already strained
household food budgets. While rural residents can often grow their own food to offset high
prices, urban residents usually cannot. Furthermore, while many city dwellers could often rely on
relatives in rural areas to provide produce to supplement their diets, urban population growth has
outpaced the ability of such arrangements to keep up. As a result, lower-income city residents are
paying more for lower-quality food and are often at risk of food insecurity and malnutrition.®
Sustainable Development Goal 2 calls for “zero hunger” by 2030.*

One way of addressing this imbalance is to view cities not only as places of consumption, but
places of production as well. The past couple of decades has shown increased interest in urban
and peri-urban agriculture (UPA).®> An oft-cited definition of urban agriculture is as follows:

“Urban agriculture is located within (intra-urban) or on the fringe (peri-urban) of a town, a
city or a metropolis, and grows or raises, processes and distributes a diversity of food and
non-food products, (re-) uses largely human and material resources, products and services
found in and around that urban area, and in turn supplies human and material resources,
products and services largely to that urban area.”®

Thus, UPA is food production in cities, by city dwellers and for city dwellers. In practice, urban
agriculture can take a variety of forms — rooftop gardens, vertical farming, community gardens,
hydroponics and micro-livestock raising.” (Figure 1)8
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The promise of urban agriculture is manifold. First, urban
gardening and crop production can help lower-income urban
families have access to fresher and more nutritious food items,
reducing malnutrition and food insecurity.® This produce can help
reduce household expenditures as well and surplus can be sold or
traded to supplement household income.*° In addition, urban
agriculture increases the proportion of green spaces in cities, in
turn helping to reduce the size of urban heat traps and removing
carbon from the local atmosphere.*! Finally, the presence of
greener spaces and more pleasant surroundings can have a
positive impact on mental health and wellness.?

Current Situation

FAO was officially mandated to work on UPA in the late 1990s.
The FAO began to intensively examine UPA as a strategy to
combat urban hunger and address sustainability in rapidly
growing cities.™® In 2008, this early work resulted in the Growing
Greener Cities Programme — a six-year effort to assist member
states in implementing UPA.%* In 2019, the FAO established its
Urban Food Agenda®® with the goal “to transform urban food
systems to make them more sustainable and improve nutrition by
working with sub-national and local governments.”® The
following year, UPA was rolled into FAO’s Green Cities
Initiative.!’

The most recent FAO study of UPA best practices was conducted
in 2022.18 The study looked at case studies from six cities around
the world, identifying strategies that seemed to increase the
effectiveness of urban agriculture.*® Some of the most important
strategies derived from the case studies are summarized in the
sidebar.?° Overall, the findings seem to indicate the importance of
identifying and preserving urban land for agricultural use, and
being able to scale-up UPA to significantly contribute to urban
food systems.

Like all other approaches to meeting the SDG goals, the
expansion of UPA will require significant commitment and
investment — particularly in countries where rapidly growing
cities have outpaced the capacity of governments to provide the
necessary levels of planning and resources. The needs of the
Global North and South are quite different in this regard®* and it
can be expected that urban areas in lower-income countries
(where the need is greater and the resources less) will require
significant assistance.??

Effective Urban
Agriculture Strategies

1. Urban planning that
designates spaces within the
city for agricultural use

2. Use of vacant land for
agriculture — private owners
could be compensated
through tax credits

3. Create policies for off-plot
production and regulate its
use

4. Ensure that water resources
meet the needs of
agricultural uses through
policy and irrigation projects

5. Increase access to capital for
urban residents and small
businesses to begin or scale-
up production

6. Create funds to buy-out
private land to create
community gardens

7. Incorporate gardens into
primary and secondary
education to increase
knowledge of food systems

8. Provide and fund
demonstration plots and
pilot programs to transmit
best practices
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Questions to Address

e How can FAO best promote UPA’s inclusion in all UN urban policy programs?

e What actions can FAO take to help urban farmers sustain profitable agricultural
production?

e How can FAO help cities preserve land for agricultural uses?

Topic B: The Opportunities and Challenges of Genetically Modified Foods

Introduction

Humanity has been genetically altering food crops since ancient times. The selective cultivation
of more productive and nutritious plants and animals began with the birth of agriculture and has
resulted in increasing yields able to support greater populations. In the modern context, however,
people tend to think of genetically modified foods (GMF) as those in which biotechnologies have
been used to manipulate genetic material directly, rather than through selective breeding or
cultivation. The World Health Organization (WHO) defines GMFs as:

“...organisms (i.e. plants, animals or microorganisms) in which the genetic material
(DNA) has been altered in a way that does not occur naturally by mating and/or natural
recombination. The technology is often called “modern biotechnology” or “gene
technology”, sometimes also “recombinant DNA technology” or “genetic engineering”. It
allows selected individual genes to be transferred from one organism into another, also
between nonrelated species. Foods produced from or using GM organisms are often
referred to as GM foods.”?

GMFs can increase yields by making crops more productive and by providing them with
resistance from pests and diseases. For some, GMFs are the answer to meeting SDG 2 of
ending hunger. Nevertheless, these genetically modified crops have also raised a number of
concerns which have slowed their adoption. (Figure 2.)%

The first concern relates to the effects of GMFs on human health. Some claim that genetic
alterations of food may lead to unintentional negative health outcomes and that not enough
research has been done to claim they are safe for human consumption.?® A second set of
concerns revolves around the environmental impacts of GMFs. As new strains of plants and
animals reproduce and intermingle with natural environments, some are worried they can
disrupt and destroy important ecosystems or risk creating monocultures.?® Third, some are
concerned with ethical issues and wonder if tampering with an organism’s DNA is causing
harm. Finally, some are concerned with the role of corporations in the development and use of
these GMFs. New seed varieties are patented by the companies that produce them and farmers
can be restricted from certain uses and often must pay higher prices.?’ As the 2030 goal of
zero hunger approaches, it is worthwhile to consider whether GMFs should be a greater part
of the FAQ’s strategy.
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COUNTRIES APPROVING GM CROP CULTIVATION

More than 30 countries have approved GM crop cultivation since 1996. See where GM crops are approved from 1996 to 2024.
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Current Situation

There is great debate over whether the
perception of GMFs as harmful to human
health and the environment is actually true.
Some recent studies point to a lack of any
verifiable health or environmental impacts
tied directly to GMFs.280Others insist that
GMFs have negative impacts on the
environment through both direct and indirect
means (e.g., increasing use of pesticides and
less sustainable cropping and tillage
patterns).?® (Figure 3.) Others believe that GM
crops are the only way to help farmers in poor
regions like Sub-Saharan Africa to meet their
food requirements in the long term.%° Many
acknowledge that acceptance of GMFs is
hindered by the monopolistic and predatory
behavior of some biotech companies.! The
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Figure 3: Potential Environmental Impacts
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reality is that the United nations is in danger of missing the target of ending hunger by 2030 as
significant regions of the world are still significantly undernourished, particularly in Africa.
(Figure 4.)%

Figure 4: Prevalence of Undernourishment, 2020-2022 Average (Percentage)
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Due to disagreements on the ethics and safety of GMFs among member states (particularly
between the United States and Europe) the FAO has taken a neutral position on their use.®?
While the FAO recognizes the potential benefits of GM crops, it has no stance for or against their
use.®* FAO does maintain, however, that there is more than enough food capacity without GMFs
to meet the 2030 target.®® Recognizing the concerns of member states on the use of GMFs and
the need to share information, FAO launched the GM Foods Platform in 2013.%® The platform is
specifically designed “to share information on safety assessments of foods derived from
recombinant-DNA (r-DNA) plants.”®” Although most FAO members have joined the platform,
very few of them have actually contributed any safety assessments.*® One major reason cited for
the lack of participation is the lack of capacity in many countries to perform GM food safety
assessments.®® Now that achieving the goal of zero hunger seems increasingly unlikely, it might
be time for FAO to develop a more comprehensive and robust policy on the use of GMFs.

Questions to Address

e Should the FAO actively encourage member states to adopt GMFs in order to end
hunger?

e How can FAO better enable member states to implement GM food safety assessments?

e What more can FAO do to determine if GMFs are safe and effective?
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