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1
FAO’s Origins

The United Nations Conference on Food and Agriculture, convened by President
Franklin D. Roosevelt at Hot Springs, Virginia, USA in May/June 1943, during the
Second World War, led to the creation of the Food and Agriculture Organization
of the United Nations (FAO). In his State of the Union address on 6 January
1941, before the United States entered the war, President Roosevelt had identified
‘four essential freedoms’: freedom of speech; of worship; from want; and from
fear – ‘everywhere in the world’ (Rosenman, 1950). FAO’s founding conference
was organized ‘to consider the goal of freedom from want in relation to food
and agriculture’. It was recognized that ‘freedom from want means a secure, an
adequate, and a suitable supply of food for every man’ (FAO, 1943). The conference
was strongly influenced by the ‘new science’ of nutrition and its importance for
health and well-being, already recognized by the League of Nations before the
Second World War (see below). Its ultimate objective was defined as insuring ‘an
abundant supply of the right kinds of food for all mankind’, hence the importance
of dietary standards as a guide for agricultural and economic policies concerned
with improving the diet and health of the world’s population. The work of the
conference emphasized ‘the fundamental interdependence of the consumer and
the producer’. All inhabitants of the earth were consumers. At the time, more than
two-thirds of adults were also food producers.

The bold declaration adopted at the conference stated:

This Conference, meeting in the midst of the greatest war ever waged, in full
confidence of victory, has considered the world problems of food and agricul-
ture and declares its belief that the goal of freedom from want of food, suitable
and adequate for the health and strength of all peoples can be achieved.

The first task the declaration identified after winning of the war was to deliver
millions of people from tyranny and hunger. Thereafter, a concerted effort was
needed to ‘win and maintain freedom from fear and freedom from want. The one
cannot be achieved without the other’. But, the declaration also stated: ‘There
has never been enough food for the health of all people’. Food production had
to be ‘greatly expanded’, for which ‘we now have the knowledge of the means
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by which this can be done’. It required ‘imagination and firm will’ on the part of
governments and people to make use of that knowledge.

The declaration recognized that

The first cause of malnutrition and hunger is poverty. It is useless to produce
more food unless men and nations provide the markets to absorb it. There
must be an expansion of the whole world economy to provide the purchasing
power sufficient to maintain an adequate diet for all. With full employment
in all countries, enlarged industrial production, the absence of exploitation,
an increasing flow of trade within and between countries, an orderly manage-
ment of domestic and international investment and currencies, and sustained
internal and international economic equilibrium, the food which is produced
can be made available to all people.

The primary responsibility for ensuring that people had the food needed for life
and health lay with each nation. But each nation could fully achieve that goal
only if all work together. The declaration ended:

The first steps towards freedom from want of food must not await the final
solution of all other problems. Each advance made in one field will strengthen
and quicken advance in all others. Work already begun must be continued.
Once the war has been won decisive steps can be taken. We must make
ready now.

It became clear at an early stage of the conference that there was general agree-
ment that a permanent organization in the field of food and agriculture should
be established. It was also agreed that the organization should act as a centre of
information and advice on both agricultural and nutritional questions, and that it
should maintain a service of international statistics. The conference recommended
the establishment of an Interim Commission in Washington, DC to draw up a
detailed plan for the permanent organization for the approval of governments
and authorities represented at the conference.

After two and a half years of preparatory work by the Interim Commission, FAO
was established at the first FAO Conference in Quebec, Canada in October 1945
and Sir John Boyd Orr, ‘that brave persistent Scottish prophet, that pioneer in
nutrition, that indefatigable researcher, that prophet of greater human welfare’,
was elected as its first director-general (FAO, 1945). An executive committee of 15
members was also elected. Washington, DC was designated as the temporary seat
of FAO but it was agreed that the permanent location should be at the United
Nations on the understanding that that would also be the location of ECOSOC.
Eventually, ECOSOC was placed in Geneva, Switzerland and FAO was located
in Rome, Italy, where it inherited the library of the International Institute of
Agriculture.

In his address to the conference after his election, Boyd Orr gave an indication
of the vision of the ‘great world scheme’ he had for FAO, He noted that in the past
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forty years, science had advanced more than it did in the previous two thousand
years to ‘let loose new forces into the world’. He added:

those forces cannot be bottled up; they must either be harnessed to serve
the ends of mankind, or they will break loose in a riot of destruction. How
those forces are used will affect all nations equally. The world is now so small
that any war will be a world war; and prosperity must be a world prosperity.
Governments realize this, and they are, therefore, attempting to set up world
organizations which will enable those powers of science to be applied on a world
scale. It is very fitting � � � that FAO should be the first of these organizations.
It deals with the primary products of land and sea; it deals with food – the
primary necessity of life.

He went on:

Each nation has accepted the responsibility � � � to provide, as far as possible,
food and a health standard for all peoples. � � � But something new has arisen. All
the governments have agreed to cooperate in a great world food scheme, which
will bring freedom from want to all men, irrespective of race and colour. � � � If
the nations of the world are going to get together to feed the people of the
world, they must increase the production of the most important foods. In many
cases that production must more than double. This will bring prosperity to
agriculture � � � [which] must overflow into other businesses and into world
trade. But � � � we do these things not because they will bring prosperity, but
because they are right � � � if we put first things first, and do the things which
we know to be right, a great many social, economic and political difficulties
will disappear. � � � You say it is a dream. Then, it is the business of FAO to make
that dream come true. � � � I am almost tempted to say that if this Organization
succeeds it will perform a miracle. Well, we are living in a day of miracles.

The need for some form of multilateral world food security arrangement had
already been recognized by the League of Nations before the Second World War
to rationalize food production, supply and trade for the benefit of both producers
and consumers, in both developing as well as developed countries. Attention was
focused on two basic concerns: first, to reconcile the interests of producers and
consumers by protecting them from uncontrolled fluctuations in world agricul-
tural production and prices; and secondly, to use constructively agricultural output
in excess of commercial market demand (the so-called agricultural ‘surpluses’) to
assist economic and social development in developing countries without creating
disincentive to their domestic agricultural production or disruption to local or
international trade. This vision of world food security that re-emerged at the
creation of FAO has remained a constant, if flicking, light.

In the 1920s, the preoccupation with post-war recovery and the impact of a
rather short lived boom and slump, followed by a new era of prosperity (which in
the views of many was expected to last much longer than it did), provided relat-
ively little incentive for intergovernmental action on international commodity
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problems, although there were some, mainly producers’, agreements. In the early
1930s, on the other hand, the disastrous effects of the Great Depression on
consumer purchasing power and on the incomes of primary producers, under-
lined the need for some form of intergovernmental arrangement for staple food-
stuffs. At the same time, the results of important new advances in the science of
nutrition were widely propagated. This led to the discovery that the incidence
of chronic malnutrition, with harmful effects on health, was widespread, even
in relatively high-income countries, and particularly among children and other
vulnerable groups. Following the Great Depression, when markets for staple foods
were glutted and producers faced ruin, the growing recognition of the widespread
character of nutritional deficiencies strengthened the conviction that there was
something wrong with the recurring manifestations of ‘poverty in the midst of
plenty’ and that solutions should be sought through the selective expansion of
food consumption rather than through the curtailment of output that had been
previously practiced. Furthermore, the basic cure of under-consumption had to
be seen in the promotion of measures designed to raise the real incomes of needy
people.

In the early 1930s, Yugoslavia proposed that in view of the importance of
food for health, the Health Division of the League of Nations should disseminate
information about the food position in representative countries of the world. Its
report was the first introduction of the world food problem into the international
political arena.1 Dr. Frank Boudreau, head of the League’s Health Division, with
Drs. Aykroyd and Bennet, visited a number of countries and submitted a report
on Nutrition and Public Health (1935), which showed that there was an acute food
shortage in the poor countries, the first account of the extent of hunger and
malnutrition in the world. Discussions held on nutrition policies in the Assembly
of the League of Nations were based on some important pioneering efforts that
had helped to prepare the ground and led to further practical progress. These
endeavours marked the beginnings of co-ordinated nutrition policies in a number
of countries. Meanwhile, the hardships caused by the unprecedented slump of
the early 1930s, and fears of their recurrence, led governments to adopt national
price and production controls for foodstuffs and other agricultural products in
exporting countries, coupled with trade restrictions in importing countries. At the
same time, there was also growing interest in the regulation of world trade in
foodstuffs and other staple products through intergovernmental action.

The ILO, in a comprehensive report on intergovernmental commodity control
agreements, stated that ‘although there was a marked tendency for raw material
control schemes to develop before the great depression, intergovernmental
schemes have developed during the years since the depression’ (ILO, 1943). In
essence, the inter-war agreements for foodstuffs were based on quotas as well as the
operation of buffer stocks. The possibility of organizing international buffer stocks
as part of international control arrangements was first discussed more thoroughly
only in 1937 by the League of Nations Committee on the Study of the Problems
of Raw Materials. To sum up, the main trends of thought and action developed
during the 1930s were: first, the beginning of national nutrition policies based



August-2007 16:3 MAC/WFY Page-7 0230_553559_05_cha01

FAO’s Origins 7

on the spread of newer knowledge of nutrition and promoted by international
co-operation; second, and partly in conflict with the first, the growth of market
rigidities, national price and production controls, and trade restrictions; and third,
growing interest in intergovernmental commodity arrangements.

No action was taken on the League of Nations nutrition report until 1935 when
the subject was raised again in the Assembly of the League by Stanley Bruce,
formerly Prime Minister of Australia, and by then Viscount Bruce of Melbourne
and High Commissioner for Australia in London. Bruce had attended the World
Monetary and Economic Conference in London in 1932–33 when, as a result of
the economic crisis, and the shrinkage of international trade, widespread unem-
ployment occurred in both Europe and the United States. The only remedies that
were being applied were tariff barriers and other measures to restrict the production
of food and other goods in order to raise prices. Bruce uttered the solemn warning
that ‘an economic system which restricted the production and distribution of the
things that the majority of mankind urgently needed was one that could not
endure’. He predicted disaster unless measures were taken to develop the potential
wealth of the world in a rapidly expanding world economy. Bruce proposed at the
League of Nations that committees should be set up to find out how much more
food was needed and what means might be taken to get nations to cooperate in a
world food plan based on human needs.

As a result, a three-day debate took place in the Assembly of the League of
Nations during which it was argued that increasing food production to meet
human needs would bring prosperity to agriculture, which would overflow into
industry, and bring about the needed expansion of the world economy, through
what Bruce described as ‘the marriage of health and agriculture’. This new concep-
tion of considering food in all its relationships to health, economics and politics,
roused considerable enthusiasm. It was decided to consider ways and means of
applying this new idea in practice. An international committee of physiologists,
including Americans and Russians, was appointed to report on the food needed
for health. An ‘International Standard of Food Requirements’ was agreed upon,
which gave an indication of the amount of food needed throughout the world. A
‘mixed committee’ of leading authorities on nutrition, agriculture and economics
was then appointed to examine and make recommendations on every aspect of
the food problem, including production, transport and trade. This committee of
20 members brought out a report on the benefits from developing the world’s food
supplies. A conference was called to consider what action to take to implement
its recommendations. Bruce and others sent the following telegram to Boyd Orr
with whom the subject had been discussed: ‘Dear Brother Orr, this day we have
lit a candle which, by the Grace of God’s grace, will never be put out’ (a reference
to a speech made by Hugh Latimer when he and another Protestant were burned
at the stake) (Boyd Orr, 1966, p. 119).

At the committee which had been charged to draw up the standard diet
needed for health, Boyd Orr sat between the American and Russian delegates. He
found that both ‘co-operated harmoniously’ in preparing the report. When it was
received, the League of Nations Assembly decided to set up another committee
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of financiers, economists, business men and scientists to work out the economic
advantages of a world food policy. The final report on The Relation of Health,
Agriculture and Economic Policy, published by the League in 1937, indicated the
lines along which the expansion of the world economy could most easily begin. It
was declared a best-seller by The New York Times (Boyd Orr, 1966, p. 120). Walter
Elliot and Earl De La Warr, respectively Minister and Under-Secretary for Agricul-
ture in the United Kingdom, saw that the food problem of a ‘glut’ followed by a
fall in food prices paid to farmers was one of under-consumption rather than over-
production. In 1938, 22 nations, including the United States and Russia, met in
conference to arrange how this new world food policy could be carried out. But the
outbreak of the Second World War in 1939 brought this promising development
to an end. The view was expressed that if the League of Nations had devoted more
time to social and economic problems than to politics, it might have succeeded
in eliminating the causes of war.

The conference at Hot Springs in 1943 was attended by some of those who
had taken part in the League of Nations work and debates on nutrition and food
security. They discussed the League’s work with both President Roosevelt and
Vice-President Henry Wallace, and suggested that as food was, in Roosevelt’s
language, ‘the first want of man’, a world food policy would be the best way to
begin to fulfil the promise of freedom from want for all people that was previously
made in the Atlantic Charter, signed by President Roosevelt and Prime Minister
Churchill in August 1941 (Freidel, 1990, pp. 387–8).

Out of this historical background emerged FAO. Of all the personalities involved,
Frank McDougall is especially linked with the founding of FAO (Boerma, 1968;
Phillips, 1981). Born in the United Kingdom, he became a fruit grower in Australia
and then economic adviser to Lord Bruce, the Australian High Commissioner in
London. MacDougall had shown a keen interest in the work of Boyd Orr on human
nutrition and had frequently visited his research institute in Scotland, and had
kept Lord Bruce informed. He was enormously impressed by the new knowledge
of nutrition that developed between the two world wars. He was equally impressed
by the paradox of the emergence of food surpluses during the depression of the
1930s alongside hunger and malnutrition not only in the developing countries
but also among the unemployed, children and old people in the most economic-
ally advanced countries. His conviction that these two ‘evils’ should cancel each
other out was crystallized in his phrase ‘the marriage of food and agriculture’. He
succeeded in inducing the League of Nations to set up an international committee
on nutrition. He wrote a memorandum on The Agricultural and Health Problem in
1935, which served as a first step towards bringing before the League the findings
of nutritionists indicating that a large proprtion of the world’s population did not
get enough of the right sort of food, and the view that food production should be
expanded to meet nutritional requirements, rather than restricted (Phillips, 1981).
But his greatest success was when he sold the idea of an international agency to
combat hunger to President Franklin D. Roosevelt, which led to the Hot Springs
conference.

The recommendations for approval at the Hot Springs conference called for
national and international action under three main headings: consumption levels
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and requirements; expansion of production and adaptation to consumer needs;
and facilitation and improvement of distribution. They advocated the use of inter-
national commodity arrangements as a means for promoting stability and orderly
development. It was also recommended that ‘adequate reserves should be main-
tained to meet all consumption needs’ and that ‘provision should be made, when
applicable, for the orderly disposal of surpluses’. The report of the conference
distinguished three types of ‘functional disorders’ in international commodity
distribution: short-term fluctuations in prices; disorders concomitant of general
cyclical depressions; and disorders that were structural modifications in relations
between existing productive capacity and the need of society for certain commod-
ities or groups of commodities. The conference unanimous agreed that ‘the world
after the war should follow a bold policy of economic expansion instead of the
timid regime of scarcity which characterized the 1930s’. Different views were
expressed on the nature of international commodity regulations. Some delegates
envisaged future arrangements chiefly for the establishment and operation of
buffer stocks. But it was not possible to reach agreement concerning the part to be
allotted to quantitative regulation for both short-term fluctuations and long-term
disequilibrium. In a resolution summing up the conclusions of the conference,
it was recommended that international commodity arrangements should be so
designed as to promote ‘the expansion of an orderly world economy’. A ‘body of
broad principles’ should be agreed upon, which should include fair prices for both
consumers and producers.

At the first session of the FAO Conference, held in Quebec City, Canada from
16 October to 1 November 1945, attended by representatives of 44 countries,
FAO’s constitution was approved by which member nations ‘being determined to
promote the common welfare’ pledged ‘to work separately and collectively’ for
the purposes of FAO, which were defined as

• raising levels of nutrition and standards of living of the peoples under their
respective jurisdictions;

• securing improvements in the efficiency of the production and distribution of
all food and agricultural products;

• bettering the condition of rural populations; and thus
• contributing toward an expanding world economy [and ensuring humanity’s

freedom from hunger] (FAO, 1945).2

The constitution also set out, clearly and explicitly, the functions of FAO:

• The organization was to ‘collect, analyze, interpret and disseminate’ informa-
tion relating to ‘nutrition, food and agriculture’.

• It was to ‘promote and, where appropriate, recommend national and interna-
tional action’ concerning:

(a) scientific, technological, social, and economic research relating to nutrition,
food and agriculture;
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(b) the improvement of education and administration, relating to nutrition,
food and agriculture, and the spread of public knowledge of nutritional and
agricultural science and practice;

(c) the conservation of natural resources and the adoption of improved
methods of agricultural production;

(d) the improvement of the processing, marketing and distribution of food and
agricultural products;

(e) the adoption of policies for the provision of adequate agricultural credit,
national and international and

(f) the adoption of international policies with respect to agricultural
commodity arrangements.

• It was also to

(a) furnish such technical assistance as governments may request;
(b) organize, in cooperation with the governments concerned, such missions

as may be needed to assist them to fulfil the obligations arising from their
acceptance of the recommendations of the United Nations Conference on
Food and Agriculture and of FAO’s constitution; and

(c) generally to take all necessary and appropriate action to implement the
purposes of FAO.

Like the other specialized agencies of the UN system, FAO was to have its
own budget based on assessed, not voluntary, contributions from its member
states. These contributions were augmented by resources from the UN Technical
Assistance Board (TAB), later the Expanded Programme of Technical Assistance
(EPTA) and the UN Special Fund (SF). EPTA and the SF were amalgamated in 1965
to form the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP). Trust funds were
also deposited by donor governments in FAO for special projects and programmes
that they wished the organization to implement.

The Quebec conference discussed both problem of food shortages and the
possible recurrence of food surpluses that had existed before the war. Concerning
shortages, it foreshadowed the need for an internationally representative body
to allocate scarce supplies. As to surpluses, it prophesized the need for national
agricultural adjustment programmes, framed in the light of international review
and consultation, and advocated international commodity agreements and special
international measures for wider food distribution. The conference also recom-
mended that ‘adequate reserves should be maintained to meet all consumption
needs’ and that ‘provision should be made, when applicable, for the orderly
disposal of surpluses’. Taken together, ‘these recommendations constituted a
surprisingly accurate forecast of what the world would need in the post-war decade’
(Yates, 1955, p. 76).

Intent on achieving the long-term objective of improving overall food intake,
the conference at Hot Springs had recommended that ‘adequate reserves should be
maintained to meet all consumption needs’ and that ‘provision should be made,
when applicable, for the orderly disposal of surpluses’. It went into some detail



August-2007 16:3 MAC/WFY Page-11 0230_553559_05_cha01

FAO’s Origins 11

about ‘functional disorders’ in the world distribution of food but had little to say
about planning for emergencies. This reflected the broad approach taken at the
time. Intent upon the long-term objective of improving overall food consumption,
the conference gave little attention to accidental (but recurring) disruptions in
supplies that required emergency assistance. The urgent task of providing the war-
ravaged countries of Europe and Asia with food and other essential relief goods
was addressed at another conference held in Washington, DC in November 1943,
which led to the establishment of the United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation
Administration (UNRRA) (Woodbridge, 1950).

The spirit of international solidarity among allied nations during the war, which
led to the creation of the United Nations in 1945 and the other UN specialized
agencies, including the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the International
Bank for Reconstruction and Development (IBRD), started to unravel by the time
of the first FAO conference in Quebec, Canada in 1945 as the major economic
powers returned to self-centred national policies and preference for bilateral as
opposed to multilateral arrangements. Their intentions were clearly expressed.
FAO was to keep off the short-term food crisis and commercial and commodity
policies and concentrate on long-term issues of nutrition, production and national
distribution. The course of subsequent events, and the personality of the first FAO
director-general, Sir (later Lord) John Boyd Orr, called for different action. The
world food situation rapidly worsened and the agencies involved in handling it,
including the UNRRA, were blamed at the UN General Assembly in February 1947.
UNRRA was disbanded and Boyd Orr announced that FAO was willing to take
over its role and accept responsibility for mobilizing world resources to meet the
crisis. He proposed calling a conference, which took place in Washington, DC
in May 1947, for which FAO prepared a survey showing the expected severity of
the food situation. This resulted in the establishment of an International Emer-
gency Council (later Committee), which was eventually absorbed into FAO as its
Distribution Division. At the same time, Boyd Orr was requested to submit to the
next FAO conference in Copenhagen, Denmark proposals for dealing with the
long-term problems, including the risk of accumulating surpluses.
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