
Chapter 2 

Globalisation Wasted 

Private jets and public squalor 

What could we have used globalisation for?  
 We could have tried to improve our tiny little planet, to reduce, reuse and recycle, to research 
and develop renewable energies and materials, to limit urbanisation and to encourage self-
sustaining communities that communicate and collaborate across hundreds and thousands of miles.  
 It may never have worked, but we don’t know because we did not try.  
 What have we used globalisation for?  
Echoing smash-and-grab attitudes to the soil (noticed in Chapter 1, above), we have used 
globalisation to grab resources from other people when and where we can. We have built a vast, 
destructive global weapons industry that coalesces with governments. We try to prevent free 
movement of people while allowing capital to flow wherever the moneyed elite want it to go.  
 David Rothkopf’s book Superclass: the Global Power Elite and the World they are Making,1 has a 
chapter called ‘Each one is one in a million’, which starts in a Gulfstream Aerospace factory in 
Georgia, USA. A private Gulfstream jet is a badge of the global elite, their means of intercontinental 
travel. While the passengers of commercial airlines shuffle through security checks, displaying their 
apparel and hand luggage to sundry security personnel, surveillance cameras, scanners and sniffer 
dogs, in a humiliating if precautionary process of spot-the-terrorist, Gulfstream owners and their 
associates are lords of the skies. Rothkopf writes2 that private jet passengers “do not wait in lines. 
They are not buffeted by rude airline personnel or security staff, or delayed by an unending stream 
of circumstances beyond their control. Bags are whisked to aircraft. Arrival arrangements are made 
by concierges. And in moments, without passing through security, with less fuss than it takes to 
enter a typical office building today, they are airborne on flights whose routes they determine, 
whose menus are catered to their needs and wants”. 
 Gulfstream is part of the defence company General Dynamics and thus intimately connected with 
the world arms business. Globalised arms sales are terrifying but a natural outcome of our evolution 
into pretend kings of the planet, modern dinosaurs. We are creatures of our competitive history, our 
struggle to survive the dangers of living on an unstable planet alongside other life forms that can 
weaken us, poison us, injure us or kill us. Carlo M Cipolla, in his 1962 book The Economic History of 
World Population, writes3 that “*f+or more than nine-tenths of its existence, the entire human race 
has lived in a state of complete savagery”. This legacy of “the most cruel selective process” created 
man as a particularly aggressive creature, says Cipolla, who ended his book pleading for quality of 
life and of judgement to be prioritised above numbers of people and possessions: “What man today 
desperately needs is the kind of education that allows him to make a wise use of the techniques he 
possesses”, so that we can overcome the failing of Philippe II, Duke of Orléans, Regent during the 
minority of Louis XV of France, who according to Cipolla “had all the talents except the talent to 
make use of them”.  
 Critical thinking is not particularly encouraged in our certificate-dominated schools, where the 
main business is to attach as many certificates as possible to each student. Certificates, except at 
elite levels, are awarded for knowing stuff, rarely for questioning the validity or merits of the stuff 
itself. Why has education become a branch of the economy, a form of consumer purchase? Why do 
so few people question the assumption that economic growth is vital to our national interest? Why 
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has globalisation benefited a small number of people so much that they circle the world in their 
Gulfstreams, making deals, while down below at least 80% of people subsist (or do not) on less than 
$10 a day, and nearly two-thirds of these have to try and get by on under $2.50 a day?4 
 “The reality is that the combined net worth of the world’s richest thousand or so people – the 
planet’s billionaires – is almost twice that of the poorest 2.5 billion,” points out Rothkopf,5 adding: 
“The human race may have made great progress over the centuries, but such disparities are an 
indictment of our civilization. And, I believe, they are a threat to its stability.” 
 
 
Billions of miles, billions of pounds 

Private jet owners will probably secure enough fuel to keep themselves airborne even when mass 
long-haul tourism is on the wane, damaged by costlier fuel, and by rising social instability in popular 
destinations. But what sort of world will they be circling over?  
 Shortages result in profiteering. When alcohol was prohibited in the USA between 1920 and 
1933, gangsters who cornered illegal supplies made a great deal of money, if they survived the 
vicious battles for control of the lucrative but outlawed business. The big differences between 
alcohol and oil include the fact that alcohol was cheap to produce and there was scant risk of world 
supplies diminishing to a trickle. When the end of cheap fossil oil is looming, the battles to control 
the remnants are likely to be fiercer than the struggles to corner alcohol supplies. Peaceable small 
farmers aren’t going to be at the head of the queue for oil, yet modern food production, processing 
and distribution is based upon the plentiful supply of cheap oil and gas, enabling a very few people 
to feed everyone else.   
 In the UK, more than 99% of the population are neither farmers nor their spouses, nor farm 
workers, nor farm business directors. What are they all going to eat when energy shortages kick in 
and the costs of transporting meat and fish, fruit and vegetables, cereals and milk, across the globe 
become prohibitive? They will have to find their food closer to home, at a time when farmers will be 
trying to cope with shifting climate zones, unpredictable weather, and the prospects of instability in 
the supply of seeds, fertilisers, pesticides and fuel. 
 ‘Food miles’, the distances travelled by foodstuffs from farm to plate, are often colossal and 
pointless. Heavy goods vehicles (HGVs) carrying food within the UK travelled around 3.75 billion 
miles6 a year in 2002. HGVs rolled another 2.26 billion miles bringing food into the UK from abroad, 
and food air freight added some 17 million miles. These figures were published in The Validity of 
Food Miles as an Indicator of Sustainable Development, 7 a report published in 2005 for the 
Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs. The report also calculated that food accounted 
for a quarter of all HGV miles travelled in the UK, and for almost one eleventh of all carbon dioxide 
emissions from motor vehicles on the UK’s roads. Other, reinforcing calculations came from 
Professor John Krebs, who in his lecture8 from the Royal Institution on December 30th 2005 said that 
the food bought for a typical household during a weekly visit to a supermarket had travelled 95,000 
miles. That’s 4.94 million miles per household per year! It’s not so much the monetary cost of all this 
freight that is frightening, but the waste of irreplaceable resources.  
 The Logistics Research Centre at Heriot Watt University9 carried out a survey in 2002 and found 
that food transport vehicles travelled an average 286 kilometres in 48 hours. If that is grossed up to 
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a year, it would be around 52,200 kilometres. The average load weight in relation to capacity, the 
survey revealed, was only 53%. On this basis, a 40 tonne lorry with a carrying capacity of about 25 
tonnes would have carried approximately 692,000 tonne kilometres of food over a year. With a 
lorry’s operating expenses of almost £77,000 at that time,10 each tonne kilometre cost around 11p.  
 If food transported around the UK, and imported into the UK, travelled about 234 billion tonne 
kilometres in 2002, a figure suggested in The Validity of Food Miles as an Indicator of Sustainable 
Development,11 at 11p per tonne kilometre the direct costs would have been nearly £26 billion. Since 
then the amount of food hauled around the country, and the costs of operating lorries, have 
continued to escalate. The indirect costs of food miles, in terms of traffic congestion, carbon dioxide 
emissions, air pollution, noise, accidents, and the requirements for expensive road building and 
maintenance, added over £9.1 billion in 2002, the report suggested. These figures, too, continued to 
increase.  
 So the direct costs of food miles to and in the UK in 2002 were almost £26 billion, and the indirect 
social and environmental costs were more than £9 billion, totalling some £35 billion. That was £590 
for each person12 living in the UK – for damaging the environment when producing food, trucking it 
around, and getting rid of the waste. These have to be fuzzy figures because it would be impossible 
to count accurately all the direct and indirect costs of food miles, but they illustrate the scale of the 
problem, which grows even bigger if the energy used by food processors, manufacturers and 
wholesalers, and by food packaging manufacturers, is taken into account. Once foods have reached 
the shops, they have to travel once again, to shoppers’ homes. The length of home-to-shop journeys 
has increased because of the continuing closure of small local shops and the advance of superstores 
on urban retail parks. Then there are the negative impacts of methane emissions from landfill and 
sewage, the costs of storing, preparing and cooking food for consumption, and the costs of future ill-
health resulting from unwise dietary choices. The ball-park figure you get depends on the cut-off 
point you choose.  
 The Validity of Food Miles as an Indicator of Sustainable Development concluded that forces 
favouring globalisation would probably overcome efforts to improve sustainability within the food 
chain. The impact of scarcer, costlier irreplaceable resources like oil was beyond the remit of the 
food miles report, but is important because globalisation depends on continuous, reliable supplies of 
energy to transport goods all over the world. Once that energy is ruinously expensive, or often 
disrupted, the commercial logic of globalisation falls apart. Bulk transport powered by the sun may 
be possible one day, but does not seem at all likely in the immediate future. There is a solar-
powered aeroplane in Europe, the Solar Impulse, developed by Bertrand Piccard and André 
Borschberg in Lausanne, but it is a single-seater and flies slowly. A test flight in July 2010, lasting 26 
hours and at an average height of 28,000 feet, covered 25 miles an hour.13 In summer 2011 the 
plane flew successfully between Switzerland, Belgium and France, and was a hit at the Paris Air 
Show.14 Circumnavigation of the globe is the target for 2013. At 25 miles an hour, circling the 
Equator would take 996 hours, or almost six weeks, but Piccard and Borschberg are improving the 
technology all the time. 
 
 
Free trade: a boon for corporations 

Free-trade food policies are based on the belief that food should come from areas of the world that 
can produce it at the lowest immediate cost, but the lowest immediate cost takes no account of 
environmental degradation, or fossil energy or water depletion, or the livelihoods of small-scale 
farmers who are affected by globalised food chains. Vegetables from Africa are the largest category 
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of air-freighted foods transported to the UK. They are grown for export on land farmed by large 
companies, and often replace food for local consumption, adding to Africa’s poverty. 
 The protagonists for free trade generally claim that tariff barriers protecting farmers in the 
affluent world mean that farmers in ‘developing’ countries cannot compete successfully, despite 
their lower labour costs. Yet small-scale farmers in countries like Kenya, Tanzania and Malawi are 
the last to benefit from free trade. The cash benefits go to large farmers and corporations, for 
planting crops for export15 rather than food crops for local consumption.  
 The World Trade Organization (WTO), which pursues the free trade objectives of industrial 
nations and multinational corporations, is aiming for open trade flows all around the globe. The 
‘Doha16 Round’ of WTO negotiations began in November 2001, and had not been concluded as this 
was written in 2010 and 2011. The major corporations exert huge influence on the WTO because of 
their scale. Wal-Mart Stores’ annual sales, $405.046bn in 2009, are similar to the gross domestic 
product (GDP) of Norway, which according to the International Monetary Fund was the world’s 25th 
largest national economy in 2010. Exxon Mobil’s sales, $301.500bn, are close to the GDP of 
Denmark, which ranked 32 in the international GDP table. Free trade clears the way for international 
companies to expand their activities across the globe, to create transport networks across thousands 
of miles and many national borders, to build tariff-free supply chains. Corporations are driven by the 
imperative to make money. They do not have to offer welfare to the population, and they rely 
(usually) on the armed forces of nation states to defend them. Corporations have the luxury of 
single-minded pursuit of their objectives.  
 Finding hard data on transnational corporations’ share of world trade is complicated. Perhaps the 
data is scarce because it is not in corporations’ interests to highlight the extent of their private trade 
flows, but whatever the reason, accurate information for the public is limited. The ‘shadow’ website 
www.gatt.org,17 which piggy-backs on the World Trade Organization’s site but which sharply 
criticises the WTO, estimates that the 200 largest multinationals account for 28% of global trade. The 
nation state is a red herring in trade statistics, but this is not as widely understood as it should be 
because the WTO talks about trade between nations and whitewashes out the role of corporations.  
 
 
Feeding Asia from Brazil  

Large agribusiness companies benefit from the exodus of financially weak small farmers, but the 
food miles issue is hanging over them. Take one example. Alberto Weisser, chief executive officer of 
the agribusiness company Bunge, the world’s largest processor of oilseeds, spoke to the AgriVision 
conference in the Netherlands in 2005.18 He said: 
 
 “It is estimated that nearly 600 million people in the Asia-Pacific region – significantly more than the 

entire population of the European Union – will move from rural areas to cities by 2020. That is 600 
million people that (sic) will be buying food rather than growing it.” 

 
 Bunge, headquartered in St Louis, Missouri, intends to supply a lot of the food that would be 
required. Where would it come from? Alberto Weisser appeared to rule out China because of water 
shortages, but probably also because of geopolitical realities: foreign corporations cannot yet walk 
into China and take over huge tracts of land on which to develop an industrial style of farming.19 
There is a country that has welcomed foreign buyers, a very big country, with the world’s largest 
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remaining expanse of rain forest: Brazil. Bunge wants to grow more soya beans in Brazil, for export 
to Asia. By 2014, said Weisser, South America would provide 75% of global soya exports.  
 So the rain forests in the Amazon basin, rich in species, where the indigenous peoples have 
knowledge of the nutritional and medicinal value of plants, knowledge amassed over millennia, are 
cut down. Cattle shift northwards from their grazing lands into the clearings, and their former 
grazing grounds are cultivated for soya and other export crops. The rain forest would be vanishing at 
an even faster rate if Brazil had better roads. Alberto Weisser called for a “significant expansion of 
existing logistics systems” (i.e. roads and port terminals) necessary for Brazilian soya production to 
soar:  
 

“In an average harvest season, truck line-ups for unloading at public facilities in Paranagua20 can 
stretch for 100 kilometres....We estimate that inefficiency in the ports led to over $1 billion in 
demurrage costs last year.” 

 
 A line of trucks stretching, hours and days at a time, for 100 kilometres – nearly 63 miles -- is 
carrying an awful lot of food out of Brazil.  
 

 
Copyright-free image from the CIA 

 
 Bunge has 11 terminals in eight Brazilian ports, eight crushing plants, and crop capacity of 8.1 
million tons a year. The company is contributing to the hard-surfacing of the 1,000-mile Cuiabá to 
Santarém highway, from the Mato Grosso in central Brazil northwards to the Amazon port of 
Santarém, right through the rain forest. The land ‘opened up’ receives doses of synthetic fertilisers 
to boost (for a short time) its capacity to grow food crops and biomass for fuel. 
 Bunge is not the only agribusiness company involved in helping the Brazilian government to 
finance the hard-surfacing of the highway. Others include Cargill, based in Minneapolis, Minnesota, a 
huge private company which does not put a great deal of information into the public domain. Archer 
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Daniels Midland Company, of Decatur, Illinois, and the André Maggi Group of Brazil have also poured 
finance into the road and other infrastructure developments. 21 The André Maggi Group, the world’s 
largest soya producer, is headed by Blairo Maggi, governor of the Brazilian state of Mato Grosso and 
in 2009 the world’s 62nd most powerful person, according to the choice of the business magazine 
Forbes.  
 “The future,” said Bunge’s Alberto Weisser, “will be one of an ever more sophisticated, seamless 
production chain.” If he is right, the future means faster depletion of finite resources, far fewer trees 
to absorb carbon dioxide emissions, hotter weather, more bush fires, no place for small-scale 
farmers, no place for indigenous peoples who live in harmony with their environment. 22 When big 
companies move in, they prefer to control land for themselves. Louis Dreyfus, for example, a 
privately-owned23 multinational with its origins in Alsace-Lorraine, is the world’s third largest 
processor of orange juice, and to contribute to a seamless supply chain owns some 60,000 hectares24 
(148,000 acres) of orange groves and other agricultural land in Brazil. Louis Dreyfus charters ships 
and has its own fleet, to carry over 20 million tonnes of cargoes annually.  

If Dreyfus were planning to buy Brazilian land now in 2011, they might have to think again. 
Retiring Brazilian president Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva approved, in September 2010, the introduction 
of new limits on foreign ownership of Brazilian land, to a maximum of 5,000 hectares, with no single 
holding to exceed 25% of the area of the municipality where it is located.25 President Lula da Silva 
was reclaiming, for the government of Brazil, the keys to a resource of global importance, cultivable 
land. Bunge pointed out to investors26 in the same month that about 40% of the unused cultivable 
area worldwide is in Brazil. Within a year, by spring 2011, Lula da Silva’s successor as president, 
Dilma Rousseff, headed a government that appeared less sure about controlling foreign investment. 
The agriculture minister, Wagner Rossi, pledged a relaxation of the law restricting foreign land 
holdings, to attract more investment from agribusiness corporations.27 If Brazil, the world’s eighth 
largest economy, 28 feels the need to open its farmland to global corporations, surely smaller and 
poorer countries have even less capacity to resist.  
 The globalisation of agriculture, following predictably in the wake of its industrialisation, has been 
catastrophically wasteful. Agriculture is responsible for about a quarter of Earth’s carbon dioxide 
emissions, for 60% of methane, and 80% of nitrous oxide.29 Agriculture’s share of global water 
consumption is nearly 70%, and farms use more and more pumped irrigation to counteract falling 
groundwater levels and soil drying after prolonged exposure to sunlight. Industrial agriculture uses, 
per acre, between six and ten times more energy than traditional farming. The production of export 
crops on a large scale, on the same land year after year, exhausts the soil and local biosystems. 
Manufactured fertilisers, particularly nitrogen, give yields a short-term boost, acting rather like sugar 
in humans. Natural gas is a major feedstock for our sugar-aping nitrogen fertilisers.  
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 Industrial agriculture would not be possible without powered farm machinery. We know that 
ground cover plants preserve soil moisture and soil carbon content, and trees add to the protective 
canopy, but machines work most efficiently in large fields, without trees or hedges, the type of field 
that is vulnerable to soil drying and erosion.  
 Industrial agriculture in a world of global free trade does not help populations in poor countries 
to feed themselves. Quite the opposite: between 50% and 80% of farmland in low-income nations is 
used to provide agricultural commodities for export – a point reinforced by Bunge’s strategy to use 
Brazil as the food bowl for the distant Asia Pacific region.  

Globalisation for profit has given a few million people, who happened to be born in particular 
places at specific times, material standards of living so high that they are living in elevated bubbles, 
insulated from the damage that resource exploitation inflicts on the majority of humankind, and on 
the Earth. Living in the most luxurious bubbles of billionaires’ private islands, palatial houses, bullet-
proof cars and Gulfstream jets tends to be conveyed in the media as a reward for being 
exceptionally talented, a lifestyle to which, in the ‘equality of opportunity’ agenda, everyone can 
aspire. Perhaps it is an inevitable consequence of a culture dominated by the economy that oodles 
of money should be seen as the ultimate success symbol, but the mass pursuit of that goal is the 
globalised Tragedy of the Commons. 
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