
Food on the dinner table 
or corporate profits?
Introduction

Imagine a world where rising food prices force a parent to skip 

a meal so their children can eat. A world where farm workers 

grow food they can’t afford while other communities watch 

their crops perish due to extreme weather conditions. This is 

our current reality: we are living through a food crisis. Today, 

nearly 800 million people face chronic hunger.1 However, hun-

ger is not caused by scarcity but rather by corporate greed and 

a system that prioritises profit over people and the planet. The 

world produces enough food to feed everyone, but rising food 

prices make nutritious food unaffordable for many people. In 

March 2022, just after the Russia-Ukraine war began, food 

prices peaked, and we saw the cost of food reach its highest 

point since the early 1970s.2 

A few corporations controlling food systems and food traders 

(people who bet on the future price of food) artificially drive up 

prices. Moreover, corporations involved in food systems are of-

ten inadequately regulated. 

Today, food systems account for 34% of global greenhouse gas 

emissions, contributing to droughts, floods, and other natu-

ral disasters that, in turn, threaten food security. This makes 

the decarbonisation of food systems a critical goal for a just 

transition. 

Given this reality, will G20 leaders address the systemic chal-

lenges that cause hunger, or will they let hunger persist and 

deepen? 

What caused the 
current food crisis?

A global food crisis is not a new phenomenon. In the past 50 

years, we have had three: the 1970s (sparked by high energy 

prices), 2008-2012 (triggered by the 2007 Financial Crisis), as 

well as the current one.3  While geopolitical issues like war fuel 

these crises, deeper flaws in the global food systems create vul-

nerabilities to rapid price changes.4 
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FOOD SYSTEMS refer to the actors, steps, and im-

pacts of food production from the farm to your plate. 

They include producing, processing, distributing, and 
eating food. Food systems shape economies, societies, 
health, politics, and the environment.5 Understanding 
food systems allows us to see how national and global 
policies influence what we eat.
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Climate change

Climate change drives the global food crisis. Food systems are 

both responsible for and vulnerable to climate change. Activi-

ties in food systems contribute 34% of global greenhouse gas 

emissions, primarily from energy use, deforestation, and meth-

ane gas produced during the digestion of food by cows, sheep, 

and goats. Moreover, the agricultural sector often uses fertil-

isers that damage the soil, pollute our waters, and kill off ani-

mals, plants, fungi, and microbes at a rate faster than is natural. 

To avoid this, people must commit to agricultural practices that 

reduce fertiliser use and prioritise growing diverse crops.

The vulnerability of food systems to climate change is also evi-

dent in the impact on weather conditions, which affect agricul-

tural workers and their harvests. Given the long hours spent in 

farm fields, workers are more likely to experience heat-relat-

ed health issues, such as heat stroke. The Intergovernmental 

Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) assessed patterns from 2021 

to 2023 and warned that global warming exceeding 1.5°C will 

cause severe, frequent droughts.6 This is already happening. The 

El Niño drought in 2024 destroyed 70% of crops in Zambia, Ma-

lawi, and Zimbabwe, leaving 21 million children malnourished.7

Such droughts harm crops, livestock, soil, and water while neg-

atively affecting workers and rural communities. In addition 

to droughts, other climate impacts on the food system include 

changes in agricultural pests, changes in rainfall patterns, and, 

in some places, floods. While total food shortages are not yet 
imminent, we must address emissions to mitigate climate im-

pacts. If we get this right, we will adapt food systems for long-

term sustainability. Governments must act to prevent hotter 

temperatures and less rain in farming regions, which will trigger 

water crises and crop failures, risking long-term food security.8 

Covid-19 and global conflicts

In 2020, we faced an unexpected Covid-19 pandemic, which 

triggered a global recession, the closure of small businesses, 

and a surge in unemployment. Covid-19-related lockdowns 

disrupted supply chains, sparking panic buying, lowering pro-

ductivity, and leading to food shortages. Prices surged by 20% 

in some parts of Africa, Asia, Latin America, and Europe, caus-

ing a cost-of-living crisis.9 As we recovered from the Covid-19 

pandemic, the Russia-Ukraine conflict (both wheat, maize, and 
oilseed exporters), drove up food prices.10 However, financial 
speculators on Wall Street, not shortages, fueled this spike.11 

Market concentration 
and financialisation of 
global food systems

Global food systems are complex, involving millions of buyers 

and sellers. Like everything else in the economy, prices are typ-

ically determined by demand and supply - the less supply you 

have of a product, such as corn, the more expensive it will be-

come. This supply and demand is constantly changing due to 

factors such as weather conditions, transportation costs, and 

conflicts. The specific price of any of these types of goods on 
any given day, known as the ‘spot’ price, is highly unpredictable 

and uncertain. This makes it hard to plan. 

Therefore, financial institutions developed a concept known 
as futures contracts. In such a contract, two parties can agree 

that they will buy or sell to each other a certain amount of food 

(for example, one ton of maize) at a predetermined price (for 
example, R4,000) at a specific date (for example, 31 July) in the 
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The map above shows soil moisture conditions at the 

root zone – an estimate of how much water is available 

for crops – in southern Africa for March 2024. (Map: 

nasa.gov)
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future - regardless of what the ‘spot’ price of maize is on that 

day. We refer to individuals who engage in this practice as food 

traders. While such contracts may serve a legitimate purpose, a 

whole industry of food traders has arisen that doesn’t want to 

buy food but wants to make money by betting on future food 

prices; these are speculators. Such speculative practices can 

destabilise and drive up food prices. 

This occurs on top of global food trade being dominated by the 

four ABCD firms (Archer Daniels Midland, Bunge, Cargill, and 

Louis Dreyfus), who control 70% of the total grain market.12 

These firms not only have enormous market power in deter-

mining what farmers are paid and what consumers pay for their 

food, but also have found it profitable to use their vast pools 

of wealth to speculate on food prices. These firms are not ade-

quately regulated because they are typically classified as con-

sumer, rather than financial, companies. This allows the ABCD 

firms to evade regulations set by countries and global institu-

tions aimed at protecting consumers from various forms of 

abuse, including price-setting practices, lack of transparency, 

and speculation. For these reasons, policy advocates have ad-

vocated for treating the financial arms of grain traders as finan-

cial institutions; they also suggest that regulation will ensure 

transparency and enable countries to tax excessive profits13 

How has the G20 addressed 
food systems in the recent past
Food systems have long been a key feature of the G20 agen-

da. Indonesia’s 2022 Presidency focused on sustainable, cli-

mate-resilient food systems,14 and India pushed for fairer 

agricultural trade.15 In 2024, Brazil focused on tackling hun-

ger through the Global Alliance Against Hunger and Poverty 

(GAAHP).16

Despite previous G20 declarations and commitments, food 

price volatility and crises have persisted, corporate concentra-

tion remains, and profiteering through speculation during cri-
ses continues because countries have often failed to implement 

solutions that address these systemic issues. 

The G20 has acknowledged existing problems without ad-

dressing systemic flaws or implementing reforms, such as 
better regulating food speculation or introducing food buffer 

stocks. Buffer stocks are country-, regionally-, or international-

ly-coordinated reserves of essential commodities such as food 

staples, which are held to stabilise prices and ensure that food 

is available during supply shocks.17 By preventing price spikes, 

food buffer stocks limit the possibility of inflation, ensure food 
security during times of crisis and counter speculation. 

ONOMIC JUSTICE

G20 Food Systems Initiatives Timeline

2015 

Technical 

Platform on 

Food Loss 

and Waste 

created

2021 

UN Food 

Systems 

Summit 

Pre-Summit 

hosted (Italy 

presidency)

2023 Deccan 

High Level 

Principles 

on Food 

Security and 

Nutrition 

endorsed

2024 Global 

Alliance 

Against Hunger 

and Poverty 

launched 

(148 founding 

members)

2014 G20 

Food Security 

and Nutrition 

Framework 

established

2015 G20 

Action Plan 

on Food 

Security and 

Sustainable 

Food Systems

2017 G20 

Initiative for 

Rural Youth 

Employment 

launched

2022 

Sustainable, 

climate-

resilient food 

systems focus 

(Indonesia 

presidency)

2023 Fairer 

agricultural 

trade agenda 

promoted 

(India 

presidency)

2011 G20 

Action Plan 

on Food Price 

Volatility and 

Agriculture 

adopted

2009 First 

G20 food 

security 

commitments 

made 

(Pittsburgh 

Summit)

2011 

Agricultural 

Market 

Information 

System 

(AMIS) 

established

2010 Global 

Agriculture 

and Food 

Security 

Program 

(GAFSP) 

launched
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What is on the G20 
Agenda in South Africa?

UN FOOD AND AGRICULTURE 

ORGANISATION (FAO) is an organisation which 
gathers experts to collect information and determine 
international standards which will promote 

agricultural development and food security.18

South Africa has prioritised food security through a dedicated 

Task Force.19  This Task Force will supplement the work of the 

G20 Agriculture Working Group (AWG) and build on existing 

global initiatives, such as the UN Food and Agriculture Organi-

sation’s (FAO) High-Level Task Force on Global Food and Nutri-

tion Security and Brazil’s GAAHP. 

Through the Food Security Task Force, South Africa has com-

missioned three studies, which include:

• Analysing macroeconomic factors and key drivers impacting 

global commodity price volatility, domestic food prices, af-

fordability, and accessibility of food.

• Exploring the feasibility of various commodity price stabili-

sation techniques at regional and global levels.

• Mapping policies for global food system transformation 

through a comprehensive review of existing policies.

Tackling the food crisis needs 
action beyond the G20 
The G20 is an agenda-setting space, but real change may re-

quire global or regional bodies, such as the FAO, to address ex-

isting issues related to food systems in a constructive manner. 

Collectively, we, as citizens, civil society, and social movements, 
need to build international coalitions to ensure that food pric-

es feature in global economic discussions. We can participate 

in FAO’s Committee on World Food Security (CFS), which is 

a rare inclusive space where governments, civil society, and 

indigenous groups shape fairer food policies.20 The CFS also 

serves as a valuable platform to hold G20 members accounta-

ble for their pledges. 

SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT GOALS refer 

to goals set by all countries in the United Nations for 
global development.

While food security discussions occur at an international lev-

el, we must all hold our governments accountable for efforts 

to combat food insecurity. The UN has provided effective met-

rics for holding governments responsible by establishing the 

Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), through which world 

leaders committed to ending poverty (SDG 1) and hunger (SDG 

2), as well as reducing inequalities (SDG 10) by 2030. When 

seeking accountability, it is essential to track the progress 

made so far. 

The debate does not end here
• Do you think the G20 has done enough to address hunger 

and food insecurity?

• Do you think your government has done enough to address 
hunger and food insecurity?

• Besides what is currently on the G20 agenda, what else do 
you think is essential for governments to consider?

• How can civil society and the public consolidate their ef-

forts to hold governments accountable for their policy 
commitments?
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