The Dark Side of the Green Revolution (10-09 Register)

There is a sense in which Norman Borlaug’s Green Revolution can be viewed as one of the most serious and sustained human-caused pollution events in history. 


Similar to US, Midwest, and Iowa farmers, other countries farmers’ use of chemical fertilizers, pesticides and herbicides as part of the Green Revolution has resulted in dead zones, algae blooms and polluted surface and ground waters. Locally, Iowa's impaired surface waters list alone is now well over 400. We find agricultural chemicals in the majority of our private wells. And, we have seen recent stories about poison algae blooms and Iowa’s contribution to the continuing dead zone in the Gulf of Mexico.


Again, like many agricultural areas in the US and around the world, because of drenching soils with chemicals for 50 plus years, the soils in some areas of the Punjab, India's breadbasket, are now so polluted and bereft of beneficial biological organisms that crops can no longer be grown without the use of chemicals. And similar to what has happened to the Ogallala Aquifer, because of the Green Revolutions’ need for water, the Punjab’s and other water tables have been significantly lowered.


Although it has been claimed that the Green Revolution has saved millions from starvation, we know that millions of subsistence farmers have been put off the land through not having the capital resources for the machinery, chemicals, and hybrid seeds required by the Green Revolution. Millions of people have moved into urban areas contributing to urban problems that come with over-population. Similar to the US’s illegal immigration problem, millions have been forced to migrate to other countries looking for work.


We have a tendency to pat each other on the back and give each other awards and accolades. Meanwhile, unintended, but very real, consequences are conveniently brushed aside and ignored.

Borlaug’s admonition that no food revolution will help unless we deal with the problem of over-population is seldom remarked upon. It should be. But, his Green Revolution is not the right agricultural model for the earth or for its people. 

