
 

 

 

 

 

What you eat impacts the world 

An extract from Changing the Food Game by Lucas Simons 

 

Food. We all need it every day. Food is our source of energy, our fuel. Food is life! Every human 

being depends on a nutritious and varied diet in order to survive and flourish. The consumption of 

food is also an essential element of our social interactions, and many cultural and religious traditions 

have evolved around food. Just think of the American Thanksgiving dinner, Japanese tea ceremonies, 

or the sharing of bread in Catholic churches. Food enriches our lives in many ways. The saying “The 

way to a man’s heart is through his stomach” even implies that you can cook your way into your 

lover’s heart. 

Our food, the fibers for our clothes, and the raw materials for our products, all come from our lands 

and seas. Food is part of the primary economy, the term classical economics textbooks use for 

activities such as harvesting, retrieval, or extraction of raw materials from the Earth. The primary 

economy drives the secondary economy—the transformation of raw materials into finished goods—

and the tertiary economy, which provides services to the general population as well as to 

businesses. From this simplified breakdown, it is clear that almost all activities in the secondary and 

tertiary economies derive from, and depend on, the availability of inputs from the primary economy. 

Throughout the book I talk mostly about agriculture, but keep in mind that other activities in the 

primary sector like fishery, mining, and forestry are very similar in terms of importance, dynamics, 

impact, and challenges. 

The primary sector is, indeed, the foundation of all other economic activities and is the primary 

source of wealth. Over 1 billion people work in agriculture, or in the processing, trading, or 

manufacturing of food products, making it the second greatest source of employment worldwide. 

There are about 525 million farmers in the world, of which 85% are smallholders: people who own 

plots of land smaller than 2 hectares. Next to farming on land, the seas are also “farmed.” Another 

500 million people work in fisheries and aquaculture. In most African countries, 40–80% of the 

population depends on producing and exporting food to make a living. Let’s take Kenya as an 

example. Its agricultural sector employs more than 75% of the workforce. In a population of 

approximately 41 million people, this amounts to almost 31 million people who do not work in 

offices, factories, or shops, but are labouring in fields every day. The same is true for most, if not all, 

Asian and Latin American countries.  

If we look at the more developed economies, the percentage of GDP and proportion of people 

working directly in agriculture or the processing of food is far lower, but the sector is still an 

important driver of the economy. For example, in the Netherlands only around 3% of Dutch people 

work in agriculture, but the Netherlands is the second largest (re) exporter of agricultural products in 

the world. This is why the sector plays such a vital role in the Dutch economy. 



Agriculture is not only a very strong economic force to be reckoned with, it also has a huge effect on 

our landscape. If you fly in an airplane you can clearly see the impact of agriculture on the land. It 

doesn’t matter in which direction or in what time zone you are flying, agriculture has changed the 

surface of the Earth profoundly. There is hardly an area left without the spotted and colored pattern 

caused by the production of various crops. At times the farms are neatly ordered and organized, at 

others they are scattered and located in forests and other kinds of natural surroundings. Even in the 

desert you see irrigated green circles in vast seas of sand. The statistics are even more astonishing. 

The total land area of the world land surface is around 130 million km2. Agricultural land takes up 

almost 38% of that area. While more than half of the global population lives in cities, the area used 

to grow our food is 60 times larger than that of all cities combined. No other sector in the world uses 

more land than agriculture. If we include forestry and fisheries in the equation, the space needed for 

our global food system is even more impressive. Arable land is getting scarcer every year. Our 

growing population needs more land for growing cities, infrastructure, and recreational space. At the 

same time we lose a lot of land. According to the UN we are losing approximately 12 million hectares 

of land every year (23 hectares/minute) due to desertification and soil degradation. On this area of 

land we could grow 20 million tons of grain every year. All in all, not that much arable land is still 

available to produce the increasing amount of food we need to satisfy our global hunger of our 

growing population. Unless we significantly change the way food is produced, we simply do not have 

enough available land to feed everyone. 
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