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At the beginning of the 21st century, the global food system finds itself exposed to increasing pressures from a broad range of factors. A growing population and changing patterns of food consumption due to globalization, rising income levels and urbanization lead to a higher demand for food products. At the same time, it becomes more difficult to draw additional land into production, while degradation and pressure from alternative uses, such as biofuels, increase. In several regions, surface and ground water is becoming less available and urban and industrial water use is rising. Growing economies require larger amounts of energy, leading to higher energy prices and thus to higher prices of many inputs for agricultural production. This scenario unfolds under conditions of climate change, which through rising temperatures, changing patterns of precipitation and more extreme weather events is likely to negatively affect the conditions for agricultural production in many regions of the world (FAO 2008a).
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At the beginning of the 21st century, the global food system finds itself exposed to increasing pressures from a broad range of factors. A growing population and changing patterns of food consumption due to globalization, rising income levels and urbanization lead to a higher demand for food products. At the same time, it becomes more difficult to draw additional land into production, while degradation and pressure from alternative uses, such as biofuels, increase. In several regions, surface and ground water is becoming less available and urban and industrial water use is rising. Growing economies require larger amounts of energy, leading to higher energy prices and thus to higher prices of many inputs for agricultural production. This scenario unfolds under conditions of climate change, which through rising temperatures, changing patterns of precipitation and more extreme weather events is likely to negatively affect the conditions for agricultural production in many regions of the world (FAO 2008a).
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In these times, the global food system faces complex challenges. On the one hand, the supply required to meet future demands for sufficient, healthful and affordable food must be met. Assuring food security and ending hunger are high on the agenda of the international community (United Nations 2010). On the other hand, greenhouse gas emissions have to be reduced and biodiversity and ecosystem services maintained (The Government Office for Science 2011).
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At present, however, there is uncertainty about the ability of the food system to meet these challenges (IAASTD 2009). Model based assessments of global agricultural production, for example, expect grain prices to rise significantly over the next 40 years unless productivity growth rates exceed those observed in recent decades (Nelson et al. 2010). The global food price crisis experienced from 2007-2008 and the new recent rise in food prices are harbingers of these developments and have triggered serious concerns among a broader public and drawn renewed attention to the need for agricultural research (Brown 2011).
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At the beginning of the 21st century, the global food system finds itself exposed to increasing pressures from a broad range of factors. A growing population and changing patterns of food consumption due to globalization, rising income levels and urbanization lead to a higher demand for food products. 
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