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xi

Prologue

The headlines of July 20, 2011, were typical fare for a summer news cycle. 
Congressional leaders and President Barack Obama were negotiating an agree-
ment to forestall the forecast calamity of breaching the U.S. government debt 
ceiling. Embattled News Corporation Chairman and CEO Rupert Murdoch 
was fi ghting to keep his company’s phone-hacking scandal under control, and 
British Prime Minister David Cameron was trying to limit his own entangle-
ment. Financial markets ended the day with slight declines. Corn prices fell 
because of hopes that rain would limit a heat wave.

Less prominent, though still in the headlines, was the United Nations 
declaration of a famine in southern Somalia as the Horn of Africa experienced 
its worst drought in six decades. Food assistance is a way of life for many in 
that part of the world, the result of poor rains and poorer people, but a fam-
ine is a problem of a higher order; for a United Nations famine designation, 
malnutrition rates among children in an area have to exceed 30 percent; more 
than two people per 10,000 must die from hunger-related causes each day; 
and people have to be unable to access food and other basics of life because 
they’re either nonexistent or simply too expensive. 

The Dadaab refugee complex in neighboring Kenya, built for 90,000 peo-
ple, was caring for more than 400,000. Across the Horn of Africa, more than 
11 million people were threatened as farms failed and food costs tripled. Tens 
of thousands had already died before the declaration was made. Aid appeals 
ranged from $120 million to $300 million to $1.6 billion. Distribution of aid 
would be diffi cult, given the civil war raging in Somalia, a nation that hasn’t 
had a functioning central government for two decades.

Maybe that’s why the famine in Somalia wasn’t the top news that day. 
Famine and warfare in Africa: Where’s the surprise? Suffering is easier to for-
get when it seems constant. In the rush for the newest scandal or the latest 
score, the everyday tragedy of worldwide hunger may fade into the back-
ground. An overcrowded camp holding the equivalent of the population of 
Wichita, Kansas, and a population equal to that of Ohio being threatened 
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xii Prologue

with starvation are both depressing, but seemingly far away from the citizens 
of a well-fed nation. Maybe it’s seen as inevitable, yet malnutrition is unnec-
essary today. Each person on the planet can be fed with existing agricultural 
production. With the right decisions, people threatened by famine today 
could even feed themselves—and help out the rest of us tomorrow, when we 
will need one another to thrive on a crowded planet.

This is a book about globalization—its (intended and unintended) con-
sequences, its challenges, and its opportunities. It is about violent collisions 
and everyday hopes. It is a journey into hunger, wild markets, and the global 
food business, featuring the world’s most humble farmers and its most pow-
erful leaders, all seeking answers in an increasingly uncertain world. And it’s 
about how new connections being forged can make famine a memory.

To feed everyone, we need everyone. To make famine a memory, we fi rst 
must stop forgetting about it. And we have to understand and explore the ties 
that bind the fortunate to the famished.

We begin.
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