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GENERAL  
ASSEMBLY 

The Food and Agriculture 
Organization 

TORONTO, CANADA / NAMUN2018 



 

Welcome Letter  
  

  

Dear Delegates, 

 

Welcome to the 33rd annual North American Model United Nations Conference at 

the University of Toronto! We are excited to witness your impressive skills in diplomatic 

negotiation, political maneuvering, historical research and any other talents you may bring 

to the table. It is with our pleasure that we invite you to be a delegate to the United 

Nations General Assembly Food and Agriculture Organization. We will discuss the solution 

to the growing threat of climate change and the role of biotechnology in the world we 

share.  

 

This committee will be chaired by Maher Sinno and Robert Zhu and moderated by 

Tea Cimini. Maher Sinno majors in Peace, Conflict, and Justice and Drama, Robert Zhu 

majors in Political Science and Cinema Studies, while Tea Cimini is a specialist in Peace, 

Conflict and Justice Program at the University of Toronto. 

 

This background guide will serve as a useful preliminary source that provides the 

basis for our discussion. However, we strongly encourage you to continue exploring the 

two topics that will be discussed in this committee, using sources beyond this guide. Your 

knowledge of the issues will help you to excel in the debate.  

 

With that, we once again welcome you to Toronto and NAMUN 2018. We look 

forward to meeting you all. 

 

Best regards, 

 

 

Maher Sinno and Robert Zhu   
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DESERTIFICATION AND FOOD SECURITY 

 
 

Introduction 
 
 

It is common to think of land, its fertility, and its usefulness as immutable facts, or 
else those beyond the reach of human action. This is most certainly not the case. Since the 
beginning of agricultural history – and particularly in the last century – human activity 
has transformed the landscape as never before, most particularly in making way for 
land-intensive applications like agriculture. 

 
 Climate science has increasingly identified this agriculture, however, as one of the 
greatest threats to agriculture itself through the process of desertification. The 
transformation of arable land into desert – land that is too arid to produce meaningful 
quantities of crops useful to humans – is not only disastrous but deeply entwined with the 
agriculture practiced on that land and, in general, with the broader policies of land 
management that govern its use. Poor land management, in places and conditions 
favourable to desertification, can desiccate and defoliate an area, with water and soil 
conditions becoming less suitable for agriculture or even totally unusable. 
 
 This process is presently underway in the most vulnerable countries in the world 
today. These countries are typically warm in climate – very vulnerable to generalized 
temperature increases as the world is now experiencing – and with little or no education 
and infrastructure to support proper land management practices. These countries often 
have low average incomes and depend on agriculture, sometimes even sustenance 
agriculture, for the livelihoods of their citizens. 
 
 At the same time, the record on desertification is hopeful. The United Nations has 
successfully mobilized an aggressive international campaign to raise awareness of good 
land management practices and to promote them worldwide, particularly in the places 
that need them most. Typically wealthy countries with good land management policies – 
like China with its historic Loess Plateau – have launched aggressive and successful 
campaigns to contain desertification and its secondary effects. Desertification is a highly 
tractable problem whose roots, and solutions, can be found in the behavior of 
agriculturalists.  
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Definitions 
 
 
Arid: Defined in various ways even within the UN system, the UNCCD measures degrees 
of dryness through the aridity index, which divides average annual precipitation by 
potential evapotranspiration. Areas falling into these categories are collectively known 
as drylands. 
 Aridity Index 
Hyper-Arid <0.05 
Arid 0.05 – 0.2 
Semi-Arid 0.2 – 0.5 
Dry Sub-Humid 0.5 – 0.65  
 
Climate Change: Broadly speaking, climate change is the process by which average temperatures 
and weather patterns fluctuate on a large timescale. It is typically used to refer to human-induced 
change in several key areas, most notably average global temperatures, within the past 200 
years. The secondary effects of this generalized increase in temperatures are also described as 
climate change because their root cause can be found in human activity. 
 
Displacement: The process by which someone is forced to leave their place of residence by factors 
beyond their control. This term is generally applied regardless of how people leave their place of 
residence. 
 
Deforestation: The process by which an area of forest is converted through human activity into a 
non-forested area. 
 
Desertification: The United Nations Conference on Environment and Development, reflecting the 
scholarly consensus, defines desertification as “land degradation in arid, semi-arid and dry sub-
humid areas resulting from various factors, including climatic variations and human activities”. 
 
Evapotranspiration: The movement of water into the atmosphere. This covers both evaporation – the 
process by which surface water is heated and becomes gaseous – and transpiration, the process by 
which water evaporates from plants.  
 
Han Dynasty: A prominent imperial dynasty that governed China from 206 BCE to 220. Their reign 
is often referred to as a periodization of Chinese history. 
 
Migration: The process of moving from one region, typically (but not always) a country, to another. 
 
North China Plain: One of China’s most important agricultural regions, the flat and populous North 
China Plain is formed by loess soil deposited by the Yellow River. It is primarily located in the 
Shandong, Hebei, and Henan provinces.	 
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Sahel: The southern border region of the Sahara desert that stands between it and more humid 
regions in the south. It is hot and very dry, unsuitable for many types of agriculture, and is primarily 
used for grazing. 
 
Tang Dynasty: A prominent imperial dynasty that governed China from 618 to 907 (excl. 690-
705). Their reign is often referred to as a periodization of Chinese history. 
 
Urbanization: The process by which the proportion of a population which lives in urban areas 
increases. 
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Historical Background 
 
 
 In the broadest sense, desertification – the process by which deserts form – is 
eons old. Land degradation and aridification is a natural enough process. Human activity 
can, however, affect this process – causing it, accelerating it, or even reversing it – and 
can do so without sophisticated technology or the other tools responsible for the other 
forms of rapid climate change visible today. Most commentators today take a much more 
useful definition of desertification, as such, that situates it at the intersection of human and 
natural processes acting upon land. Humans generally do not cause desertification in the 
absence of natural conditions favourable to aridity, but conversely, deserts generally do 
not form on a short timescale without human intervention.1 
 
 A typical example is the case of China’s Loess Plateau, straddling the middle 
reaches of the Yellow River and one of the most important regions in classical China – the 
longstanding former capital, Xian, is centrally situated on the plateau. The region is 
defined by its loess soil, noteworthy for its yellow colour, high clay content, and sandy 
qualities. It is one of the world’s most erosion-prone environments. Wind and water can 
wipe away loess soil and leave once-rich areas barren and soilless, unable to sustain life. 
Only the region’s dense forests protected the loess before human intervention. 
 
 Early Chinese agriculture, particularly as the region became populous under the 
Han Dynasty and prosperous under the Tang, deforested the region; large game 
preserves protected fertile land for a time but were gradually turned to agriculture in an 
effort to feed the ballooning population. This loss of protective vegetation wrecked 
havoc on the delicate riparian ecosystem and the loess soil on which it depended, which 
was washed down the Yellow River in enormous quantities. Vegetation cover and 
humidity declined throughout the plateau, as did fertility, and violent dust storms became 
more common in some areas.2 
 
 As badly as desertification struck the loess plateau, its effects were far more 
dramatic downstream. Soil flowed east in such quantities that enormous swathes of land 
gradually rose from the sea in the North China Plain; this flat region, however, was prone 
to vicious flooding whose damage over the millennia cannot be overstated.3 Millions died  
 
 
																																																								
1 Verón, S., Paruelo, J., & Oesterheld, M. (2006). Assessing desertification. Journal of Arid Environments, 66, 
751-763. 
2 He, J.-F., Guan, J.-H., & Zhang, W.-H. (2014). Land Use Change and Deforestation on the Loess Plateau. 
2 He, J.-F., Guan, J.-H., & Zhang, W.-H. (2014). Land Use Change and Deforestation on the Loess Plateau. 
In A. Tsunekawa, G. Liu, N. Yamanaka, & S. Du (Eds.), Restoration and Development of the Degraded Loess 
Plateau, China (pp. 111-120). Tokyo: Springer. 
3 Everding, G. (2014, June 18). Humans have been changing Chinese environment for 3,000 years. The 
Source. Retrieved from https://source.wustl.edu/2014/06/humans-have-been-changing-chinese-
environment-for-3000-years/  



6 
		

 
 
 
or were displaced in regular flooding caused by the buildup of sediment from the loess 
plateau on the riverbed.4 
 
 There are too many cases of desertification throughout history to enumerate here; 
it is worthwhile, however, to consider the case of the Loess Plateau in some detail 
because in some ways this oldest case of desertification is a model for many of those that 
followed. Unsustainable agricultural practices in ecologically fragile regions left soil to 
be blown or washed away; the loss of soil made permanent the loss of vegetation, 
decreasing humidity and drying out the once-verdant Loess Plateau.5 This in turn made 
agriculture more difficult and brought suffering to the people who lived there. Especially 
significant in the case of the Loess Plateau, however, is the tragic effect it had on the 
people living downstream – desertification can have dramatic, and unexpected, effects 
on neighbouring regions. 
 
 Desertification is not only caused by agriculture, though. In some cases it emerges 
from its absence – as in Iraq over the course of the last two decades. Iraq’s verdant river 
valleys and enormous deserts naturally conflict – the deserts, particularly in the country’s 
west, providing a serious geographic limit to the amount of arable land produced by the 
country’s river system. This challenge was historically approached by extensive irrigation 
projects and the gradual de-desertification of large areas on the banks of the country’s 
two great rivers, the Tigris and the Euphrates. Despite challenges associated with war 
and revolution, Iraq’s deserts were observed to be in recession between 1990 and 2002, 
with agriculture and non-desert flora gradually reclaiming land that was once 
uninhabitable.6 
 
 The American invasion in 2003 marks something of a turning point in the country’s 
history and the substitution of a repressive but predictable regime with an ongoing civil 
conflict against the Americans and their Iraqi allies. Conflict previously contained on the 
borders and in the Kurdish north became a nation-wide phenomenon, and those farmers 
who did not take a side and join the fighting faced serious threats to their lives and 
livelihoods as competing armed forces moved throughout the country. Price volatility and 
the threat of violence brought mass migration to the cities and abandonment of 
dangerous rural areas, particularly in the restive west.7 
 

The result, however, besides being a human catastrophe, has been the medium-
term loss of the land those farmers abandoned, fields and irrigation infrastructure, not  

																																																								
4 Wang, Z.-Y., Lee, J. H., & Melching, C. S. (2014). Flood Defense and Water/Sediment Management—
With Particular Reference to The Yellow River. In River dynamics and integrated river management (pp. 337-
395). Berlin: Springer. 
5 Wang, T. (2014). Aeolian desertification and its control in Northern China. International Soil and Water 
Conservation Research, 2(4), 34-41. 
6 Ajaj, Q. M., Pradhan, B., Noori, A. M., & Jebur, M. N. (2017). Spatial Monitoring of Desertification Extent 
in Western Iraq Using Landsat Images and GIS. Land Degradation & Development, 28, 2418-2431. 
7 Ajaj, Q. M., Pradhan, B., Noori, A. M., & Jebur, M. N. (2017). 
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properly maintained, decayed; the loss of vegetation altered precipitation and canals 
silted up. Agricultural land became unusable, and the desert advanced gradually from 
the frontier. Today large portions of formerly arable land are unusable without serious 
investment in reclamation. In the meantime, the former inhabitants of these regions live in 
displacement, with typically poor economic prospects and a higher likelihood of 
participating in conflict.8 
 
 Desertification is a form of climate change that is localized, even if that locality is 
as sprawling an area as west Iraq or the Loess Plateau. Human-induced increases in the 
global average temperature, however, since the industrial revolution have had a 
dramatically exacerbating effect on the rate of desertification because higher average 
temperatures result in a generalized increase in annual evapotranspiration, often higher 
in sensitive regions. Desertification’s magnitude and global impact have significantly 
increased along with temperatures, and land management practices – particularly 
around access to water – are essential.9 
 
 Sudan is a case in point. While conflict-affected, desertification there has been 
attributed primarily to climate change and increasing temperatures that have been 
driving the Sahel southwards since the 1930’s, and particularly within the past decades.10 
As the region gets hotter, vegetation recedes from the Sahel frontier and exposes Sudan 
to progressively more arid conditions; a vicious cycle of dying vegetation and 
aridification has emerged. Economically vulnerable populations, and most particularly 
women, have suffered the most from this process because they generally lack the 
opportunity to go elsewhere to pursue alternatives.11 
 
 Desertification’s history is also one of progress. Originally misunderstood as 
without human causation, desertification has been recognized widely, in part thanks to 
the efforts of the UN and FAO, as a serious threat to global agriculture and to the 
stability of countries where it takes place.12 National governments whose populations 
have been affected by desertification can make it a priority for restitution – and they 
have been resolving it. Iraq’s reconstruction has attempted to make progress on 
desertification, though continuing conflict – particularly with the explosion of violence in 
2006 and 2014 – has made recovery difficult.13 China is one of the most dramatic cases 
of success, and since it became a serious priority in the 1990’s, erosion in the Loess 
Plateau has declined by record levels. Enormous land reclamation projects have halted  
 
																																																								
8 International Committee of the Red Cross. (2013). Iraq: Population racked by heavy burden of decades of 
conflict. Geneva: International Committee of the Red Cross. 
9 Climate Change 2001: Impacts, Adaptation and Vulnerability. (2001). In J. J. McCarthy, O. F. Canziani, 
N. A. Leary, D. J. Dokken, & K. S. White (Eds.). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
10 Verón, S., Paruelo, J., & Oesterheld, M. (2006). 
11 Britton, B. (2016, December 8). Climate change could render Sudan 'uninhabitable'. CNN. Cable News 
Network. Retrieved from http://www.cnn.com/2016/12/07/africa/sudan-climate-change/index.html 
12 Verón, S., Paruelo, J., & Oesterheld, M. (2006).  
13 International Committee of the Red Cross. (2013). 
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erosion, and the construction of a networks of dams and levees, accompanied by regular 
dredging of the river has significantly reduced runoff and flooding.14 
 
 Desertification is a problem caused by human behaviour and solvable by human 
behaviour. Countries like China have mobilized incredible resources in order to counteract 
the effects of desertification. Desertification in the Southwest United States affects 
peripheral regions, but resources are available to take action, and desertification there is 
unlikely to seriously undermine the foundations of human society. Iraq and Sudan, 
however, as well as dozens of other countries experiencing desertification, has found it 
seriously difficult to respond to conditions of desertification due to conflict, and most of 
all, a lack of resources. 
  

																																																								
14 He, J.-F., Guan, J.-H., & Zhang, W.-H. (2014). 
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Issues 
 
 

Human causes are central to desertification. Directly, farmers exploit a piece of 
land to its maximum capacity and deplete it of its nutrients, and overgraze arable land 
with farm animals, killing plants and making it difficult to grow back. Apart from farmers, 
urbanization, deforestation, and rich resource extraction contribute to the process of 
nutrient stripping, the killing of plants and trees, and the removal of entire biomes. 
Similarly, destruction of natural ecosystems can cause erosion, a key driver of 
desertification in climates vulnerable to soil loss.15 Less direct is the effect of climate 
change and natural disaster, the former which causes increases instances in the latter. 
Increased droughts have particularly been a problem and has caused widespread 
desertification, making large swathes of land useless for farming and even uninhabitable.  

 
1. Provision of Food and Water 

 Desertification and overall land degradation have increased at a rapid rate, 
stressing arable land for the provision of food and water to its maximum capacities. 
Deforestation, climate change, and increased agriculture production have all accounted 
for desertification, leading to more droughts, different precipitation trends, and a 
decreased quality of soil on fertile plots. Approximately 12 million hectares of arable 
land are lost per year, which accounts for approximately 20 million tonnes of grain that 
could have been grown each year.16  
 
 As desert land expands, sources of food production become scarce and threaten 
the livelihoods of farmers and those who depend on high crop yields to feed families and 
to make a living on the market. With land degradation, water sources become more 
scarce and droughts become more prevalent.17 As populations increase in dryland areas, 
the increasing amount of deserted land will be unable to sustain the growing population, 
and far-reaching natural disasters such as droughts, which already have devastating 
effects, will cause further ecological and economical destruction.18  
 
 With lower crop yields, food will become more scarce in some areas, creating 
hunger in vulnerable populations that cannot afford to substitute lost production with 
imports. Lower crop yields and land desertification will also affect livestock and further 
complicate the ability of farmers to provide during a food shortage.19  

																																																								
15 "Causes, Effects and Solutions of Desertification," Conserve Energy Future, January 04, 2017, , accessed 
January 17, 2018, https://www.conserve-energy-future.com/causes-effects-solutions-of-
desertification.php. 
16 "Land and Human Security," UNCCD, accessed January 16, 2018, http://www2.unccd.int/issues/land-
and-human-security. 
17 "Land degradation and desertification," WHO, accessed January 17, 2018, 
http://www.who.int/globalchange/ecosystems/desert/en/. 
18 "Land and Human Security," UNCCD. 
19 "Causes, Effects and Solutions of Desertification," Conserve Energy Future, January 04, 2017. 
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2. Migration 

 As a result of spreading drylands and lost use of land, those who centred their 
existence around a now-degraded plot of land, have little reason to stay. Due to 
widespread desertification and the loss of productive land, those living in the rural 
drylands often migrate towards the cities for work, or will outright migrate to developed 
countries in North America and Europe for better employment opportunities and an 
increased quality in life.20 By 2020, around 60 million people from Sub-Saharan Africa 
are predicted to have been forced to migrate to North Africa or Europe due to the 
effects that desertification has had on what was once arable land.21  
 
 An estimated 135 million people are predicted to be displaced by 2045 directly 
due to desertification.22 As a plot of land is stripped of nutrients and meets its maximum 
use, farmers will move to new plots of land and use the same inefficient techniques that 
had been used before, creating a continuous cycle of land degradation should they 
choose to continue farming. 
 
 Desertification is further intensified by the stripping of land in search for 
resources, specifically oil and valuable minerals, urbanization, and land development 
over arable land, and overgrazing by farmers in conjunction with over farming, fostering 
further migration stemming from desertification.23 With the risk of high migration comes 
the risk of overpopulation, where those moving to get away from the effects of 
desertification will congregate either in urban zones, or a new zone where farming is still 
an option, yet in this latter example they run the risk of having to deal with further 
desertification.  
   

																																																								
20 "Land and Human Security," UNCCD. 
21 Jill Filipovic, "Will Africa's Great Green Wall discourage migration to Europe?" The Guardian, July 19, 
2017, , accessed January 16, 2018, https://www.theguardian.com/global-development-professionals-
network/2017/jul/19/will-africas-great-green-wall-discourage-migration-to-europe. 
22 "Land and Human Security," UNCCD, accessed January 16, 2018, http://www2.unccd.int/issues/land-
and-human-security. 
23 "Causes, Effects and Solutions of Desertification," Conserve Energy Future, January 04, 2017, , accessed 
January 17, 2018, https://www.conserve-energy-future.com/causes-effects-solutions-of-
desertification.php.	
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United Nations Activity 
 
 

Food security has always been a predominant concern of the UN. The first ever 
World Food Conference, mandated by General Assembly resolution 3180 (XXVIII), 
convened in November 1974, and adopted the Universal Declaration on the Eradication 
of Hunger and Malnutrition. The declaration integrated discussions of world food and 
nutrition access with that of international human rights, establishing that “[e]very man, 
woman and child has the inalienable right to be free from hunger and malnutrition.”24 
The declaration also acknowledged the various sociopolitical and economic issues that 
had the potential to impact food production and distribution worldwide. The conference 
ultimately concluded that the elimination of hunger and malnutrition was a central goal 
which required the cooperation of all nations.25 In December 1992, the FAO in 
conjunction with the World Health Organization (WHO) organized the First International 
Conference on Nutrition in Rome. Member nations then recommitted their efforts to fight 
world hunger and malnutrition at the 1996 World Food Summit.  

 
The Summit culminated in the adoption of the Rome Declaration on World Food 

Security. It reaffirmed the fundamental right of all individuals to have safe access to 
adequate food, and to be free from hunger. The document also renewed the pledges of 
member nations’ political wills to jointly attaining global food security whilst also 
committing to the concrete goal of minimizing the statistical number of malnourished 
people to half the level of 1996.26 More recently, former UN Secretary General Ban Ki-
moon launched the Zero Hunger Challenge at the Rio+20 Summit in 2012, a food 
security campaign which invited all countries in the world to work for a future where all 
individuals have access to not only adequate nutrition, but also more resilient food 
systems.27 

 
On the topic of desertification, the preeminent agreement made in the UN has 

been the 1994 United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification (UNCCD). As it 
stands, it is the only binding international agreement linking development and 
environment to global sustainable land management. The Convention specifically 
highlights the pressing concerns of the “arid, semi-arid, and dry sub-humid” zone, also 
known as the drylands, where many of the world’s most vulnerable ecosystems and  

 
 

																																																								
24 "Food Security and Nutrition - A Global Issue." Dag Hammarskjold Library. 
http://research.un.org/en/foodsecurity. 
25 "Universal Declaration on the Eradication of Hunger and Malnutrition." Office of the High Commissioner 
for Human Rights. 
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/ProfessionalInterest/Pages/EradicationOfHungerAndMalnutrition.aspx. 
26 "World Food Summit." Food and Agriculture Organization. http://www.fao.org/wfs/index_en.htm. 
27 "Food Security and Nutrition”	
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people reside.28 The recent UNCCD 2018-2030 Strategic Framework is an updated, 
comprehensive international commitment to achieve Land Degradation Neutrality (LDN) in 
an effort to restore the productivity of large swathes of degraded land, which will serve 
to enhance the livelihoods of over 1 billion people in the world. The framework also aims 
to minimize the harmful impacts of drought on vulnerable populations who are 
consistently threatened by food security. 
   

																																																								
28 "About the Convention." United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification. 
http://www2.unccd.int/convention/about-convention. 



13 
	

 
 

 
Task of the Committee 

 
 

As the symptoms of climate change proliferate and discriminatorily target 
countries of the Global South, a collective effort to address the desertification of arid 
lands is vital to the prevention of human suffering. In many regions of the world, the 
process of desertification has consequently caused the loss of economic livelihood among 
several groups of people. In turn, this has led to mass migration and has even been 
attributed as a cause to state conflict. Given the fact that desertification is a 
transnational problem that transcends state boundaries, its solution lies in the 
collaborative efforts of all states. Hence, the task of the committee is to find a resolution 
to the desertification caused by extensive agricultural practices, armed conflict and other 
human activity. Some questions to address may include: 
 

• How will the process of desertification contribute to the concerns of food and 
water insecurity in various regions of the world? 

• How can we limit the dangerous effects of conflicts on desertification? Are there 
ways to strengthen existing International Humanitarian Laws? 

• Would implementing changes or restrictions on to the global agricultural industry 
provide any benefits? 

• Why are marginalized groups, such as women and ethnic minorities, 
disproportionately burdened with consequences of desertification? 

• How are women part of the solution? 
• In what ways should the resolution to the process of desertification contribute to 

the overarching concerns on the impacts of climate change? 
• How should states be held accountable for their actions or negligence that 

contribute to the ongoing issue of desertification? What are some ways to 
measure these negative contributions?  
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Sources 
 
 
 The following sources can be consulted for more detailed information on the topic. 
They are intended to be a starting point for research and a supplement to the facts in 
this guide. 
 
“Action Against Desertification”. Food and Agriculture Organization, 2018. 

http://www.fao.org/in-action/action-against-desertification/en/ 
 
“Convention to Combat Desertification”. United Nations, 2018. http://www2.unccd.int/ 
 
“Desertification, land degradation and drought”. RELX Group SDG Resource Centre, 

2018. https://sdgresources.relx.com/desertification-land-degradation-and-
drought 

 
Özerdem, Alpaslan, and Roberts, Rebecca (eds.). (2012). Challenging Post-conflict 

Environments: Sustainable Agriculture. Routledge: London and New York. 
 
“The National Environmental Strategy and Action Plan for Iraq (2013-2017)”. Republic 

of Iraq Ministry of Environment, 2013. 
https://wedocs.unep.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.11822/8726/-
The%20National%20Environmental%20Strategy%20and%20Action%20Plan%
20%20(2013%20%E2%80%93%202017)%20for%20Iraq-
2013National_Environmental_Strategy.pdf 

 
Tsunekawa, Atsushi. (2014). Restoration and development of the degraded Loess Plateau, 

China. Tokyo: Springer. 
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BIOTECHNOLOGY AND AGRICULTURALISTS 
 
 

Introduction 
 

 
 Modern biotechnology has been hailed as one of the great progressive 
innovations of the past forty years. The ability to alter crops on a genetic level opens up 
a whole range of possibilities for better agricultural practices – most notably in the field 
of alleviating hunger, the first and greatest mission of the Food and Agriculture 
Organization. Crops can be genetically modified to provide more or different nutrition 
than their un-altered versions, or conversely, can be made resistant to ever stronger 
pesticides which can be used to increase their yield per hectare under cultivation. 
Biotechnology promises a more prosperous, more efficient, and less hungry world through 
advances in genetic technology. 
 
 It also, however, presents a range of risks. The possibility of engineered crops 
posing a health risk has been widely cited in public discourse. One of the most pressing 
from an agricultural perspective, however, is not whether engineered crops pose a health 
risk – many varieties have already been approved for cultivation and consumption in a 
number of member states – but how they will disrupt and impact the agricultural 
landscape as it now exists. 
 
 Farmers, particularly small producers, will be required to purchase seeds and 
compatible peripheral products from increasingly centralized and monopolistic 
biotechnology corporations, which have shown far more interest in collaborating to share 
technology than in competing to provide at the lowest price. Small producers, already to 
an extent at the mercies of biotechnology producers, will face growing challenges as the 
market centralizes. Also significant are the very serious allegations of corporate 
misconduct levelled against major biotechnology producers by farmers in regions where 
they operate. 
 
 The United Nations has a responsibility to provide for the future of humankind. 
This includes promoting economic development and technological growth, but it also 
means protecting the livelihoods of small producers at risk of being squeezed out of the 
market or victimized by powerful corporations. The Food and Agriculture Organization 
should consider means of reconciling these seemingly contradictory goals and make 
appropriate recommendations to the member states. 
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Definitions 
 
 
Agent Orange: A highly toxic defoliant developed by the American and British military 
forces that, when sprayed over an area, would cause plants to wither. It was used by 
British forces in the Malayan Emergency but is best know for its widespread deployment 
by American troops in the Vietnam War. 
 
Biotechnology: The FAO recognized two definitions in 2000: a broad and narrow. 
Broadly speaking, biotechnology is “any technological application that uses biological 
systems, living organisms, or derivatives thereof, to make or modify products or processes 
for specific use”; narrowly speaking, however, the term today only refers to cases of 
genetic alteration through reproductive, DNA, or molecular techniques. 
 
Exploitative Corporate Practices: Policies and practices used by businesses that unfairly 
disadvantage or exploit people without appropriate compensation. These can be 
directed towards employees, competitors, or members of the community. 
 
Food Security: According to the Food and Agricultural Organization, “A condition in which 
all people, at all times, have physical and economic access to sufficient, safe and 
nutritious food to meet their dietary needs and food preferences for an active and 
healthy life”. 
 
Genetic Engineering: A specific type of biotechnology in which the genetic makeup of an 
organism is altered through human intervention. This is typically done by inserting foreign 
genes into an organism using an artificially designed virus, though a number of techniques 
exist. It is in many ways synonymous with the FAO’s narrow definition of biotechnology. 
 
Intellectual Property: Broadly, the right to be legally protected as the sole legitimate 
provider of a good or service. Laws differ by jurisdiction but with respect to 
biotechnology typically take the form of patents, which protect specific engineered 
organisms from copying or unauthorized use. 
 
Monsanto: A large American company whose products include biotechnology. The 
company was founded in 1901 as a chemicals maker and is headquartered in Creve 
Coeur, Missouri. 
 
Pesticide: A chemical used to destroy plants, animals, or bacteria that interfere with 
agriculture. They can be further divided by the type of organism they are meant to 
target – with insecticides designed to kill insects, herbicides targeting plants, fungicides 
targeting fungi, and so on.	 
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Horizontal Integration: The corporate strategy of integrating the production of different 
products under the same management. For example, a biotechnology company that also 
owned a pesticide firm could be said to be horizontally integrated. It differs from 
vertical integration, where levels of the supply chain are integrated, by integrating the 
production of two goods or services that are not used in the production of one another. 
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Historical Background 
 
 
Biotechnology, as a modern phenomenon, has its roots in the publication of 

recombinant gene techniques in 1973 by two American scientists, Herbert Boyer and 
Stanley Cohen. It is distinct from earlier practices of selective breeding and chemical 
utilization of plants going back thousands of years in two ways: 

 
1. Biotechnology involves the modification of a currently living organism (albeit often 

in an early stage of development) whereas earlier modification through breeding 
focussed on inter-generational change 

2. Biotechnology makes it possible to introduce genes entirely foreign to an 
organism 

This modern biotechnology, reflected in the FAO’s narrow definition, consists of a 
broad range of DNA techniques whose development began in the 1970’s.29 The basic 
technique is to isolate the desirable gene and then specially engineer a virus to carry it; 
the virus is then introduced to the subject and will enter every cell and implant its genetic 
cargo. There was a race after the publication of Boyer and Cohen’s article – which had 
successfully inserted foreign genes into a bacterium – to apply the technique to plants, 
which were viewed as the next logical target in the development of gene techniques. 
There was also a countervailing movement among scientists who immediately came 
forward and questioned the techniques – either on a philosophical level or a practical 
one, advocating for regulation and testing for safety. Concerns about the potential 
dangers of genetically modified organisms were widespread in the 1970’s, and in the 
United States, then the hub of genetic engineering, government approval was required to 
use such an organism.30 

 
In 1983 it happened – transgenic tobacco and petunias with natural resistance to 

toxic chemicals were engineered by scientists, some of whom were employed by the 
American company Monsanto, then a major chemical manufacturer with a wide array of 
products ranging from LEDs to the military defoliant Agent Orange. They also produced 
a number of chemical pesticides for agricultural use, and were immediately interested in 
biotechnology that could make crops resistant to their highly toxic pesticide products. By 
giving crops natural resistance to pesticides, farmers would be able to spray greater 
quantities of more powerful pesticides on them, theoretically reducing crop loss to pests 
and increasing yields.31	 
																																																								
29 Food and Agriculture Organization. Statement on Biotechnology. Rome, 2000. 
<http://www.fao.org/biotech/fao-statement-on-biotechnology/en/>. 
30 Stewart, Patrick A and Andrew J Knight. "Trends affecting the next generation of U.S. agricultural 
biotechnology: Politics, policy, and plant-made pharmaceuticals." Technological Forecasting & Social 
Change 72.5 (2005): 521-534.	
31 Reuters. "CORRECTED: TIMELINE: History of Monsanto Co." 10 November 2009. Reuters. 
<https://www.reuters.com/article/us-food-monsanto/corrected-timeline-history-of-monsanto-co-
idUSTRE5AA05Q20091111>. 
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This move coincided with a White House report, echoed by the scientific 

community, which concluded that genetic engineering was not inherently risky and that 
scrutiny should mirror that of other technologies entering the food supply. Genetically 
modified crops began planting in 1987.32 This official validation, and the obvious 
economic benefits, led to the development of even more powerful tools for biotechnology 
development and their adoption by a wide variety of manufacturers. The advantages 
were obvious: engineered plants could be made to produce more and better food faster 
and with greater resistance to pesticides. 

 
This system of horizontal integration proved very profitable and was echoed by 

other major chemical companies, particularly in the United States and Germany, whose 
chemical industries were highly developed. Chemical companies had the research 
capacities and the capital to carry out extremely the expensive development processes 
for genetically modified crops, and they acquired a large number of genetics companies 
to gain the patents and expertise necessary to expand into agriculture. Breaking into the 
business, given its enormous costs of research and development and the large technical 
barriers to entry, is difficult except for the wealthiest of corporations, and acquisition is a 
typical pathway for smaller innovators to bring their ideas to market. Monsanto is 
particularly notable for its long list of acquisitions, but other players in the field like the 
German chemicals giant Bayer, American companies DuPont and Dow chemical, Swiss 
seed company Syngenta, and the recently emerged ChemChina have all engaged in this 
practice. Recent proposals have seen these companies aiming to merge with or outright 
buy one another, raising concerns from anti-trust advocates.33 

 
In the new millennium, these corporations took an ever-growing place in 

agriculture – in certain places. Biotechnology had very uneven adoption globally, and 
while it was enormously successful in the United States where it was born, it saw difficult 
expanding outside the Americas, slapped with stiff regulatory penalties and long 
approval processes. The United States, Brazil, Argentina, and Canada were and remain 
some of the largest producers of genetically modified foods, while India also became a 
significant producer of genetically modified cotton in the late 2000’s.34 European and 
African agriculture was largely closed to biotechnology during this period. Blanket bans 
on biotechnology or prohibitively stringent regulatory conditions, requiring a high 
standard of proof that the genetic modification will not spread to other plants or 
aversely affect humans, leaves these countries with some of the lowest rates of  
 
 

																																																								
32 Stewart, Patrick A and Andrew J Knight. "Trends affecting the next generation of U.S. agricultural 
biotechnology: Politics, policy, and plant-made pharmaceuticals." Technological Forecasting & Social 
Change 72.5 (2005): 521-534. 
33 Plumer, Brad. "Why the debate over the Bayer-Monsanto deal is so important for the future of farming." 
Vox. Vox Media, 20 September 2016. 
34 Allen, Paddy. "GM crops around the world in 2011 – map." The Guardian. Guardian News and Media 
Limited, 9 February 2012.	
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biotechnology usage in the world.35 Intense public debates often centred on fears of 
genetically modified foods as being harmful to humans, and by the second decade of the 
21st century, on the two continents only South Africa was a major producer of genetically 
modified crops, with token amounts cultivated in Spain and Burkina Faso. Egypt and 
Nigeria, most notably, have made some moves towards biotechnology use since that 
time.36 
 

Biotechnology provided great promise in this period. Golden rice, one of its most 
touted examples, was first publicized in 2000 as a solution to malnutrition by 
dramatically increasing the nutritional content of rice.37 The approval process for golden 
rice has been difficult, however, complicated by the many stakeholders involved in its 
development and the remaining technical challenges, and it has not yet received 
definitive scientific validation of its successfulness as a combatant of malnutrition. Early 
results are not especially promising.38 

 
Among the greatest controversies in the field of biotechnology has been the 

widespread allegation of unethical corporate practices that have taken advantage of 
small producers. The story of the adoption of genetically modified cotton in India remains 
one of the most striking controversies in the history of agricultural biotechnology. 
Monsanto, one of the world’s largest producers of cotton designed to resist glyphosate-
based herbicide (which it invented in 1970 and became a leading producer of),39 
aggressively marketed its cotton strain in India. It was alleged that this caused significant 
financial hardship for farmers, who were forced to yearly buy new seed, and to have 
driven less competitive farmers out of the market. To this was attributed a considerable 
increase in the rate of farmers’ suicide in India.40 

 
The issue of farmer poverty as a result of Monsanto cotton is controversial and 

sees a number of opinions.41 Monsanto cites several studies that absolve it of 
responsibility, and while it is clear that farmers have suffered, there is no unambiguous 
link to biotechnology policies.42 The clearest evidence available is Shiva’s theoretical  
 
																																																								
35 Zerbe, Noah. "Sowing the Seeds of Progress: The Agricultural Biotechnology Debate in Africa." History 
Compass 6.2 (2008): 404-425. 
36 Allen, Paddy. "GM crops around the world in 2011 – map.” 
37 Golden Rice Project. "History of the Golden Rice Project." 2018. Golden Rice Humanitarian Board. 
<http://www.goldenrice.org/Content1-Who/who2_history.php>. 
38 Everding, Gerry. "Genetically modified Golden Rice falls short on lifesaving promises." 2 June 2016. The 
Source. Washington University in St. Louis. <https://source.wustl.edu/2016/06/genetically-modified-
golden-rice-falls-short-lifesaving-promises/>. 
39 Monsanto. "Roundup." 2018. Monsanto Company. 
<http://www.monsantoglobal.com/global/au/products/Pages/roundup.aspx>. 
40 Shiva, Vandana. "Seeds of suicide and slavery versus seeds of life and freedom." Al Jazeera. Al Jazeera 
Media Network, 30 March 2013. 
41 Kloor, Keith. "The GMO-Suicide Myth." Issues in Science and Technology 30.2 (2014): 65-70. 
42 Monsanto. "Is Bt or GMO Cotton the Reason for Indian Farmer Suicides?" 6 April 2017. Monsanto 
Company. <https://monsanto.com/company/commitments/human-rights/statements/indian-suicides-bt-
gmo-not-responsible/>.	
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argument, which while sound logically, is not borne out by statistical analysis.43 Activists, 
nevertheless, around the world and particularly in India, alleged throughout the 2010’s 
that Monsanto’s cotton was a proximate cause of farmer deaths. 
  

																																																								
43 Thomas, Gigesh and Johan De Tavernier. "Farmer-suicide in India: debating the role of biotechnology." 
Life Sciences, Society and Policy 13.8 (2017). 
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Issues 
 
 
 Many debates are centred around ethical concerns, which in the case of 
biotechnology concern the maintenance of the traditional family farm in the face of giant 
private firms, and at the macroscopic level it concerns developing nations where farmers 
have often found that the purportedly higher yields of engineered crops have not 
translated into opportunities to escape poverty.44  
 

1. Protecting the Rights of Small Farmers 
 

 With the technological landscape dominated by private firms with patent 
protection on their biotechnologies, the question of farmers rights during this process are 
brought to light. Will the privatization of biotechnology threaten the livelihoods of 
farmers in developing nations? These farmers are dependent on the simple ways in which 
they grow their crop, for example saving one seed from one previous harvesting to use in 
the next sow.45 In the context of a biotechnological firm, it may create and patent a seed 
with a particular genetic mutation that would make growing crops more simple and 
abundant. The farmer would then have to buy this new seed, likely every season, 
effectively putting their harvesting security and food security at risk and putting their trust 
into the patented seed. The practice of engineering seeds whose plants cannot produce 
viable seeds of their own traps farmers in a cycle of buying with none of the security 
provided by traditional practices of seed saving.46  
 
 Further issues on the topic concern the landscape of biotechnology being 
controlled by private companies that are reinforced by intellectual property rights. This 
further ostracizes small farmers who may feel that they are losing control over the ability 
to grow crops without interference from the built-up private sector and other 
organizations that have large swathes of control over biotechnology.47 
  

2. Intellectual Property Rights 

 Biotechnology is oftentimes created by public organizations alongside private 
firms who have intellectual property rights over their designed technologies. Universities, 
for instance, provide much of the research on which biotechnological innovation is based. 
In the process of designing a new biotechnology, it’s very difficult to improve a seed or 
crop without possibly overstepping onto a patent that is owned by a firm or  

																																																								
44 "Food and Agricultural Biotechnology: Incorporating Ethical Considerations," Project Steering Committee 
on the Regulation of Genetically Modified Foods, accessed January 18, 2018, 
https://www.iatp.org/files/Food_and_Agricultural_Biotechnology_Incorporat.htm. 
45 "Biotechnology -- A Solution to Hunger? | UN Chronicle," United Nations, accessed January 18, 2018, 
https://unchronicle.un.org/article/biotechnology-solution-hunger. 
46 Ibid. 
47 Ibid. 
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organization.48 In the case of patents and the possibility of infringing on them, it leaves 
developing countries and small firms – even in advanced industrial economies – at a 
disadvantage because they may not be able to catch up in the biotechnology industry 
out of the restrictions imposed by intellectual property rights.49 
  

																																																								
48 "Pocket K No. 18: Ethics and Agricultural Biotechnology," Ethics and Agricultural Biotechnology - Pocket K 
| ISAAA.org, accessed January 18, 2018, 
http://www.isaaa.org/resources/publications/pocketk/18/default.asp. 
49 "Food and Agricultural Biotechnology: Incorporating Ethical Considerations," Project Steering Committee 
on the Regulation of Genetically Modified Foods.	
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United Nations Activity 
 
 

Modern food technology has presented countless new opportunities in the areas 
of food security and global nutrition. Biotechnology has assisted in the innovation of food 
production (Genetically Modified Foods) and food consumption. Working in the area of 
biotechnology, the FAO hosts a number of intergovernmental bodies that deal with 
biotechnology related issues such as the Commission on Genetic Resources for Food and 
Agriculture (CGFRA), which ensures the sustainable management of micro-organisms; the 
International Plant Protection Convention (IPPC); and the Joint FAO/WHO Codex 
Alimentarius Commission, which aims to protect the health of consumers and maintain fair 
trade practices in food trade globally.50 

 
In 2010, the FAO organized the technical conference on Agricultural 

Biotechnologies in Developing Countries (ABDC-10) with the major objective to consider 
the application of biotechnologies in developing countries across various food and 
agricultural sectors.51 The FAO mainly focuses on building the capacities of member 
states through technical assistance and training. It provides science-based information on 
numerous agricultural technologies such as through the Joint FAO/International Atomic 
Energy Agency (IAEA) Division of Nuclear Techniques in Food and Agriculture, which 
advances the safe and appropriate use by member states of nuclear and related 
technologies in agriculture and food production. The research conducted at its various 
laboratories worldwide is then transformed into policy advice for global policymakers.52 
  

																																																								
50 "FAO's role in biotechnology." Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations. 
http://www.fao.org/biotechnology/en/. 
51 "Agricultural Biotechnologies in Developing Countries Conference." Food and Agriculture Organization of 
the United Nations. http://www.fao.org/biotech/abdc/en/. 
52 "Joint FAO/IAEA Division of Nuclear Techniques in Food and Agriculture." International Atomic Energy 
Agency. https://www.iaea.org/about/organizational-structure/department-of-nuclear-sciences-and-
applications/.	
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Task of the Committee 
 
 

Evidently, biotechnology is a contested development policy because it offers 
potential environmental, health, social or economic benefits and hazards. The full 
consequences of relying on biotechnology remain unknown to scholars, while policymakers 
remain uncertain about the impact of biotechnology on the everyday lives of people. 
Though what is known for certain is that since the introduction, proliferation and use of 
biotechnology the multinational corporations involved in their production have become 
highly influential actors.  

 
Given the profit-oriented nature of these companies, this new found influence has 

become a source of major concern due to the history of unethical practices by large 
international corporations. As these companies pursue the monopolization of 
biotechnological production and knowledge, these concerns have only grown stronger. 
Thus, the task of the committee is to consider the role of biotechnology in the global 
agriculture production chain, how it ought to be regulated and more broadly how it can 
be incorporated into sustainable development policies. The committee is invited to 
consider the following questions: 
 

• Why is there an uneven adoption of biotechnology? 
• How do we access the economic impact of biotechnology? 
• Do the benefits provided by genetically modified crops outweigh the potential 

environmental risks? 
• Should biotechnology be developed under the public or private sectors of the 

economy? 
• What measures can be taken to regulate the companies involved in the 

production of biotechnology products and research? 
• Should biotechnology play a role in development policies? Is it a reliable solution 

to issues of malnutrition and food insecurity?  
• How do we make biotechnology accessible to all states and individuals? 
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