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Abstract

This is a comment on the article by West et al. (2014) on “Leverage points for improv-
ing global food security and the environment”. The authors claim that the leverage
points they have identified “offer the best opportunities to improve both global food
security and environmental sustainability” (p. 325). However, we criticize that (1) their
list of leverage points is far from being complete; (2) they do not evaluate the cost-
benefit ratio of the leverage points they propose, and (3) they do not compare the lever-
age points they propose with regard to their differential efficiency. Therefore, the au-
thors do not provide the kind of information that would be necessary to justify their
claim of having identified “the best opportunities to improve both global food security
and environmental sustainability”.






Policy recommendations require more than just technical infor-
mation. A comment

by Ulrich Koester* and Ingo Pies**

The article by West et al. (2014) deals with an issue of vital importance for the future of
mankind. How can we feed the growing world population and at the same time reduce
environmental harm? To answer this question, the authors identify a number of options.
They claim that these options, which they call “leverage points”, “offer the best oppor-
tunities to improve both global food security and environmental sustainability” (p. 325).
Specifying their two-fold contribution, the authors write (p. 327): “The analyses here
illustrate, in principle, what is possible and where to focus such possible actions.” In-
deed, the authors make clear that they intend to provide political orientation. They ex-
plicitly stress that their “leverage points ... can help guide how nongovernmental organ-
izations, foundations, governments, citizens’ groups, and businesses prioritize actions”

(p. 325).

However, the authors employ a purely technical approach in the sense of identifying
some possible options for improving sustainable food security. But (1) their list of op-
tions is far from being complete; (2) they do not evaluate the cost-benefit ratio of the
leverage points they propose, and (3) they do not compare the leverage points they pro-
pose with regard to their differential efficiency. Therefore, the authors do not provide
the kind of information that would be necessary to justify their claim of helping societal
actors to “prioritize actions” by having identified “the best opportunities”.

Identifying what is possible to do is not the same thing as identifying what is rea-
sonable to do. The latter requires a criterion for comparing different possible courses of
action. When thinking about public spending — or about politically incentivizing private
spending — for improving food security and reducing environmental harm at a global
level, economists recommend to compare (and then to equalize) marginal improvements
per Dollar. This fundamental idea is totally absent in the article by West et al. They
even refrain from any evaluation and comparison. Therefore, their policy recommenda-
tions lack a sound foundation. - To illustrate our criticism that their purely technical
approach runs the danger of providing poor policy advice, a few examples will suffice.

(1) The authors identify a “yield gap”: present harvest is in many countries much
lower than the potential that could be reached by employing the latest technology. West
et al. estimate that closing this gap to 50% of attainable yield would produce enough
calories for feeding 850 million people (p. 325).

However, the yield gap results from a worldwide process of innovation and imita-
tion. Leaders create and introduce new technologies, and in the course of time followers
adopt and implement successful improvements. Seen from this point of view, it be-
comes immediately clear that the analysis by West et al. has a blind spot. It concentrates
one-sidedly on the option of closing the yield gap by speeding up the process of imita-
tion. It thereby ignores the possibility of improving global food security by increasing
the yield gap, i.e. by speeding up the process of innovation. This implicitly assumes that
improving the yield of low-productivity farms is much easier (in the sense of cheaper)
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compared to further raising the yield of high-productivity farms. But without an explicit
analysis and comparison of cost-benefit ratios their policy recommendation has to be
(dis-)qualified as ill-founded.

(2) The authors identify a “diet gap”: not all human-edible crop calories directly en-
ter the food system; instead, they are used for producing meat and dairy products (and
biofuels). West et al. estimate that closing this diet gap would produce enough calories
for feeding 4 billion people (p. 326).

However, a sound policy recommendation would have to show that spending money
on convincing people to eat less meat and yoghurt or to drink less milk is money well
spent in the sense of saving more calories per Dollar compared to investing this Dollar
in other possible options for improving global food security and reducing environmental
harm. But without an explicit analysis and comparison of cost-benefit ratios such a poli-
cy recommendation has to be (dis-)qualified as ill-founded.

(3) The authors identify “food waste”: sometimes food is bought but not consumed.
West et al. estimate that if private households in the US, China and India could be
stopped to buy food that they actually throw away this would save enough calories to
feed 413 million people (p. 237).

Of course it sounds plausible to recommend the reduction of waste. But there are
several problems involved here. First, the FAO data used by West et al. for their estima-
tions are known to be highly inflated, so they strongly overestimate the problem. Sec-
ond, it is rather misleading to call any difference between the amount of food bought
and the amount of food consumed “waste”: Having strict expiration dates contributes to
food safety. Furthermore, consumers may not like the fat meat tied to rumsteak and
leave it on the plate or they want the groceries to offer a broad selection of fresh prod-
ucts up to the end of the shopping hours. Hence, some food, in particular, bread prod-
ucts, fruits and vegetables stay in the shop after closing and thus contribute to food
“waste”.

However, in order to be convincing, the political recommendation to reduce “food
waste” would have to be based on an empirically valid assessment that public spending
for this purpose can buy comparatively more calories and thus provides a higher mar-
ginal contribution to global food security than other relevant spending options. Since the
article by West et al. does not contain any information of this kind, their policy proposal
is ill-founded.

(4) Concluding, we want to stress two points.

First, public attention is a scarce resource. This means that winning attention for one
topic often implies losing attention for other topics. Against this background, scientific
articles which explicitly aim at policy advice should be alert that ill-founded recom-
mendations might do more harm than good.

Second, the article by West et al. provides valuable information about possible op-
tions for sustainably improving global food security. Identifying possible options has its
merits. But it should not be mistaken for identifying reasonable options. Sound policy
advice in this context should aim at maximizing the marginal improvements a Dollar
can buy. In this sense, policy recommendations require more than just technical infor-
mation.
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