
Praise for Feed or Feedback 

“Professor Brown has written an outstanding book detailing and documenting world natural 
resource (soil, water, and energy) problems facing world agriculture and food security. 
Confirming the food problem, the World Health Organization reports that more than 3 
billion people are malnourished in the world - the largest number of malnourished ever in 
history.” - David Pimentel, Professor of Entomology, Cornell University, author/editor of 
Biological Invasions, Ecological Integrity, and many more 

“This is not so much another gloom and doom book, but rather a technical - although lucid 
and very accessible - account of how many current agricultural practices simply are not 
ecologically sustainable. There is a particular focus on phosphorus (the fifth most abundant 
element in living things, after C, O, H & N) but much important unfamiliar ground is also 
covered in a lively way. The book deserves a wide audience.” - Robert M. May, Professor 
of Oxford OM AC Kt PRS, President, The Royal Society 

“Duncan Brown brings his vast knowledge of human cultural history, ecosystems ecology 
agriculture, and environmental chemistry and microbiology to bear on the critical question 
of our time: Have we created a way of living that - despite its temporary trappings of 
success - is in the process of self-destructing? With its extensive and meticulous 
documentation and clear understanding of how modern human systems interact with the 
natural world, this book is a much-needed antidote to those popular, feel-good works that 
defend the status quo at all costs and in the face of all evidence.” - David Ehrenfeld, 
Professor of Biology at Rutgers University, and author of Swimming Lessons: Keeping 
Afloat in the Age of Technology 

“Feed or Feedback makes a complex and vital issue of global survival accessible to the lay 
reader, and is a most valuable contribution to the globalisation debate. I hope it will be 
widely read by those concerned for our ecology, and the disastrous things we are doing to 
the earth that feeds us.” - John le Carré 

“Engaging, provocative and with great attention to historical data and detail, Brown dares 
to pose the stark alternatives facing humanity regarding food, population and the 
environment: limit the size of the global population or limit the rate of food production. 
This is no simple choice however. Brown argues that it is the simple ‘solution’ of industrial 
agriculture that has gotten us into the vicious circle of increasing food production to feed an 
increasing population while destroying the environmental foundation of sustainable food 
systems. Essential reading for anyone who wonders where our next meal ought to be 
coming from.” - Brewster Kneen, author of Invisible Giant (on Cargill) and Farmageddon 
(on Food and Biotechnology), publisher of the monthly magazine The Ram’s Horn, is 
Canada’s foremost analyst and critic of the food system 

“Although it sums up Duncan Brown’s thesis, the title Feed or Feedback is regrettably 
unlikely to convey to the layperson the urgency of this book. Here we have nothing less 
than an historical reading of man’s relationship with his most essential life-support system - 
his food supply and the ecology that sustains it - and the stresses to which such vital 
systems are subject. We must take Brown’s warnings seriously and act upon them.” - Susan 



George, Associate Director Transnational Institute, Vice-President ATTAC France and 
author of ten books (most recently The Lugano Report) 

“Everybody concerned about the future of humanity needs to know the basic, ominous 
biochemistry of food production and population growth. After an excellent scientific 
introduction to what happens when a society literally cannot get its sh? together, Brown 
lays out the alternatives before us: fundamental reform of our agriculture, or ultimate 
collapse.” - Ernest Callenbach, author of Ecotopia and Ecology: A Pocket Guide 

“At the 2002 UN Summit on Sustainable Development in Johannesburg, the central issues 
were biodiversity, climate, agriculture, water and soil quality. Yet despite the scale and 
urgency of the problems, very little progress was made. In this book Duncan Brown shows 
that these topics require an integrated approach which must be implemented without delay, 
lest the situation deteriorates rather than develops.” - Jan Pronk, Special Envoy for 
Sustainable Development of the Secretary General of the UN; President UN World Climate 
Negotiations 2000-2001; Minister for International Development Cooperation of the 
Netherlands 1973-1978 and 1989-1998 and Minister of Environment 1998-2002 

“Duncan Brown shows why the positive feedback interaction between population and food 
supply is leading us to a collapse. We must break away from this vicious circle.” - John 
Hontelez, Chairman, Friends of the Earth International (1986-1996), currently Secretary-
General of the European Environmental Bureau, Brussels (representing 134 organizations 
from 25 countries) 

“Feed or Feedback provides interesting reading on relationships between human society 
and the planet’s natural resources. Duncan Brown doesn’t hesitate to stick his neck out on 
tricky issues like the role of population growth and the link between economic growth and 
environmental disruption. But he does so in a way that shows openness to debate and 
argument. Recommended reading.” - Hans Opschoor, Rector of the Institute of Social 
Studies, The Hague and Professor Economics of Sustainable Development, and author of 
numerous books 

“ In using intensive farming to obtain our food, we have taken a road that is not only cruel 
to animals, but also inefficient and destructive to our environment. We urgently need to 
think again about agriculture. Professor A. Duncan Brown’s closely-argued book is a 
valuable contribution to that debate.” - Peter Singer, DeCamp Professor of Bioethics, 
Princeton University, and author of One World 

“In 1972, the report on the Limits to Growth by a group of young scientists captured the 
world’s imagination in an unprecedented way. Within a year, the initiators of this study, the 
Club of Rome, became world famous. Millions of copies were sold in over 50 languages, 
numerous articles appeared, conferences, speeches, debates, denial, political action, and 
new research, everything one can imagine followed. 
In Limits to Growth a relatively new approach was taken to understanding the global 
system of population, production, resource use, food supply and pollution, in such a way 
that all interactions between those variables could be measured together, and calculated in 
their common interrelated behaviour. The so-called systems-dynamics model WORLD-III 



that was used was based on the principle of feedback-loops, taken from the science of 
cybernetics, the teachings of balance or homeostasis. These tell us that most systems in 
nature, be they geo-chemical, biological or physical, tend to a certain equilibrium, by means 
of feedback mechanisms which occur naturally. 
In his book on agriculture, population and the carrying capacity of the planet Duncan 
Brown does it all over again, and in an excellent way. His analyses are illuminating, his 
examples challenge the imagination, and his conclusions are dramatic, just as those from 
?Limits?. Agriculture as we know it lacks proper mechanisms to achieve balances between 
input and output, and most commentators on the global food perspective have it wrong, as 
they generally do not understand how the cyclical functions of soils, nutrients and water 
relate to population dynamics. Consequently, our agricultural technologies are linear 
systems, not cyclical, and hence the forecasts that the world will run out of sufficient food 
production, not in the distant future, but soon, within decades. It is a message that cannot 
too often be repeated.” - Wouter van Dieren, Club of Rome 

“How encouraging is Duncan Brown’s conclusion that, if man is to mend his ways, organic 
agriculture grants him more time than any other method of food production. Brown is 
realistic enough to acknowledge that the processes that have been set in motion for the sake 
of civilization - which he pictures as a vicious circle - also have the characteristics of a 
flywheel that cannot be brought to a halt easily. Is modern man headstrong enough to persist 
in ignoring serious warnings? Have we become so alienated from nature that we put 
personal gain before planetary survival? Does human effort still have an input or is the 
process impelled by its own dynamics? 
Feed or Feedback is a very readable description of ecological history and of mankind’s 
expectations for the future, focusing on the relationship between food production and world 
population.” - Jaap Melgers, organic farmer and consultant 

“A. Duncan Brown analyses many well-known themes, but he sets them in a refreshing 
context. Of particular interest is the plausibility of Brown’s prognosis that current intensive 
agriculture as a foodproduction system will collapse during this century. The combined 
effects of very low nutrient input efficiency, soil loss, water shortage and reduced 
biodiversity are persuasive in this connection. Structurally overstretched, this ‘throughput’ 
system loses its ability to recover from such degradation, even if world population were to 
stabilize. 
The author develops some lines of thought which at first sight seem exaggerated, yet on 
closer inspection they are alarming. A truly sustainable agriculture requires - among others - 
intensive recycling of nutrients and organic material. Of these, phosphorus is an essential 
element for the growth of plants for which no substitute exists. It will be the first physically 
restrictive factor for further betting on ‘high external input agriculture’. Phosphorus is 
mined as phosphate and the expected exhaustion of phosphate reserves, against affordable 
prices within a century, aggravates the urgency of the problem. The great task of the coming 
half-century will therefore be to fundamentally redesign our systems of production. We 
should not expect business interests - selling their inputs - to anticipate the needed 
adaptation of the food production system: under free market forces exploitation of 
phosphates will continue until scarcity is reflected in the pricing. By that time it is far too 
late for redesigning measures for which at least some decades will be needed. Therefore 
social organisations (such as universities) and governments should take the lead, I hope 



soon in cooperation with UN-organisations. Serious recycling of nutrients requires 
fundamental social change and a different city-planning. Brown’s analysis of the re-use 
potentials of urban waste and redesigning sewage systems is challenging. He concludes that 
people would have to disperse again over productive rural areas. But why should city-
planners change their habits or implement controversial measures if the need and urgency 
for such redesign are not publicly accepted? There are also ethical questions involved 
which Duncan Brown does not yet address: should we perceive remaining phosphate 
reserves as ‘Commons’, and is every region entitled to claim its own part of the world’s 
phosphate supplies? If so, should the condition be that each region must make its national 
and regional production systems sustainable and keep its phosphates within the system? 
This line of thought implies a new kind of development cooperation in which the North and 
the South will be interdependent: a shared combination of technology and ethics across 
frontiers. 
In short, a challenging book that must be read and discussed, inviting new policy.” - Henk 
Kieft, agronomist ETC Ecoculture, Leusden, the Netherlands. ETC is an independent 
foundation, advisor in sustainable agriculture and rural development worldwide, active in 
both Europe and the South 

“ Feed or Feedback starts from the viewpoint that all things are inter-connected. The author 
relates all analyses, measurements and causations derived from the literature to this integral 
thought system. This perspective is lacking in much ecological literature where, to my 
knowledge, the concept of the development of agriculture as one great positive feedback 
loop has never been expressed so directly. It appears that the relationship between 
population growth and agricultural production in itself causes a positive feedback with a 
catastrophic prognosis. We have become accustomed to consider the population problem as 
a derivative of more general environmental problems. This proves to be wrong. If far-
reaching measures are not put in place, things will take a turn for the worse for our world, 
even without a ruthless free market economy.” - Pieter Schroevers, ecologist, retired from 
National Institute for Nature Measurement Research 


