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The Food System Economics Commission (an independent body composed of some of the
most renowned food systems experts globally) estimates that modern food systems impose
hidden costs of $15 trillion annually, including health costs ($11 trillion) and environmental
costs ($3 trillion)!, while generating only $8-14 trillion depending on estimates.?

Those bearing these costs are not those reaping the profits. The benefits are captured by
companies and the bill is externalised to taxpayers and farmers. The fierce resistance of the
“establishment” to agroecology stems from a simple reality: it threatens to disrupt this highly
profitable extraction machine by enabling farmers and communities to retain value that
currently flows to corporate coffers.

The mechanics of dependency

The foundation of agricultural value extraction rests on a business model of engineered
dependency. The combined market for commercial seeds, pesticides, and synthetic fertilizers is
projected to grow to $340 billion in 2025 (up from $330 billion in 2024) with a compound
annual growth rate of 3.9%.>The commercial seed market alone is projected at over $88 billion
in 2025 (up from $81 billion in 2024) with a CAGR of 9.1%.* Unlike traditional varieties that
farmers could save and replant, many commercial seeds are hybrids that lose vigour in
subsequent generations, or are protected by patents, guaranteeing annual purchases (see:
https://www.swissaid.ch/en/articles/seeds-at-risk/). When combined with matching
pesticides (a market exceeding $126 billion in 2024)° farmers enter what researchers call
"technological treadmills" that lock them into dependence on single suppliers.

Market concentration amplifies this extractive power. Just four corporations (Bayer which
acquired Monsanto, Corteva, Syngenta Group, and BASF) control over 60% of the global
proprietary seed and agrochemical market.® This oligopoly emerged through strategic mergers
that fused seed genetics with chemical technologies, creating what corporate literature calls
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"integrated solutions”, farmer dependency in other terms.

The model's profitability is striking. While farmers grapple with volatile commodity prices,
shrinking bargaining power towards aggregators and retailers and rising input costs, Bayer's
Crop Science division generated €22.2 billion in revenue in 2024 with an EBITDA margin before
special items of 19.4%.” Corteva reported net sales of $4.4 billion in the first quarter of 2025.%
These margins flow from what economists delicately term "value capture.”

As Russia's tanks rolled into Ukraine in 2022, fertilizer prices soared—leaving farmers to
grapple with soaring input costs. Yet while agriculture struggled, the fertiliser industry was
reportedly reaping its richest harvest in years® leveraging market concentration and inelastic
demand. With few suppliers controlling much of the market, fertiliser companies could exploit
farmers' limited alternatives. Crops require nutrients regardless of price, giving producers
unusual pricing power. Companies passed on cost increases in full, then added hefty margins
on top. The result was a perfect example of rent extraction: fertiliser firms captured gains while
farmers—and the broader food system—absorbed the costs. In a crisis that threatened global
food security, market structure mattered more than market forces.

Financial mechanisms often deepen this extraction. Across the Global South access to credit is
often promoted as a way to acquire inputs farmers otherwise cannot even dream to afford
(hybrid seeds can be up to 5 times more expensive than local seeds in Africa). Governmental
programmes (often funded with loan money from international finance institutions) step in to
purchase seeds, fertilizers, and pesticides, or work with banks to provide concessional loans to
farmers. The pattern repeats: subsidies ostensibly meant to help farmers ultimately fill the
coffers of input suppliers.

Policy as protection racket

This extraction system is feeded by subsidies. A landmark 2021 report by the FAO, UNDP, and
UNEP, titled "A Trillion-Dollar Opportunity,” revealed that support provided by governments to
agricultural producers (§540 billion per year) is “heavily biased towards measures that are
distorting (thus leading to inefficiency), unequally distributed, and harmful for the
environment and human health”. These subsidies overwhelmingly favour large producers,
encourage the overuse of fertilizers and pesticides, and promote environmentally damaging
monocultures, directly financing the industrial extraction model. The report argues that
repurposing these subsidies could be a "game-changer," unlocking immense capital to support a
transition towards healthier, more sustainable, and equitable food systems, including
agroecology.”

Instead, the system persists through active political maintenance. In America, agribusiness
interests spent over $179 million on federal lobbying in 2024 alone." Europe's Common
Agricultural Policy (CAP), which constitutes 25% of the overall EU budget,” has historically
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channelled 80% of its direct payments to the largest 20% of farms.” When the EU's "Farm to
Fork" strategy proposed a 50% pesticide reduction target, agribusiness lobby groups
successfully framed the ecological transition as a threat to food security, helping to derail the
legislation in 2024." While subsidies are paid to farmers, a significant portion is immediately
transferred to the corporations they depend on for inputs. These government payments
function to a large extent as a direct transfusion of public money into the coffers of the
corporate suppliers.

This systematic extraction extends to research and development. Agricultural corporations
have long benefited from public investment in basic research (from foundational
biotechnology to crop genetics) while privatising the profitable applications. Taxpayers pay
multiple times: for initial research, for subsidies creating guaranteed markets, at the counter
and for environmental and health externalities the industrial model generates.

The agroecological disruption

Against this structure of extraction, agroecology represents systematic disruption. Its threat lies
not in romantic idealism but in hard economics: it empowers farmers to escape multiple
extraction points simultaneously.

The evidence is mounting. In the state of Andhra Pradesh in India farmers’ net incomes have
soared by 49%, mostly by cutting input costs by 44%. Profits go beyond the farm gate. Health
costs in villages using intensive chemical farming are 26% higher than for their natural-farming
neighbours. Those same farmers also lose a third fewer days of work to sickness.” A recent,
comprehensive umbrella review published in 2024 confirmed that agroecology generally leads
to positive socio-economic results, improving income and productivity.*

True Cost Accounting reveals the disruption's full potential. When the above-mentioned $15
trillion in global hidden costs are factored in, the industrial model's claim to efficiency
evaporates.

Agroecology threatens to bankrupt this model by internalising its externalities:

¢ Input markets shrink when farmers save seeds, build soil fertility with compost and
cover crops, and manage pests with biodiversity.

e Credit dependency breaks as lower input costs reduce the need for capital. Diversified
systems are also more resilient to market shocks.

e Value chains shorten as agroecology promotes direct sales and local food hubs and
value addition remains with farmers.

e Knowledge is democratised as farmer-to-farmer networks replace proprietary
corporate technology.
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The GDP deception

The persistence of this extractive system partly reflects a flaw in how we measure success.
GDP, designed for wartime production accounting, counts every monetised transaction as
positive. Pesticide sales add to GDP; so do medical bills for treating pesticide poisoning. Soil
degradation boosts GDP through future fertiliser sales.

This creates a dangerous illusion of progress. In his recent work, “The Poverty of Growth”,
Olivier De Schutter, the UN Special Rapporteur on extreme poverty and human rights, argues
that this obsession with growth has become "extractive and exploitative."” It produces "wealth in
the purely accounting sense"” while deepening the relative poverty that arises from social
exclusion and widening inequalities."” Industrial agriculture exemplifies this paradox: it
generates GDP by mining soil and water resources, yet destroys the natural asset base upon
which rural communities depend for their long-term survival, enriching elites while damaging
the planet.

This accounting fiction makes industrial agriculture appear highly productive while rendering
agroecology's benefits invisible. By True Cost Accounting measures, a system where revenues
almost equal or (depending on estimates) exceed hidden costs, is not profitable; it is bankrupt.

The stakes of transformation

The implications are profound. From corporate boardrooms in Basel to policy corridors in
Brussels and Washington, resistance to agroecology is entirely rational within the narrow logic
of an extractive economy. The Food System Economics Commission estimates that the net
benefits of achieving a food system transformation are worth $5-10 trillion annually, equivalent
to 4-8% of global GDP in 2020."

Beneath the radar of agribusiness giants, a parallel economy is emerging. Micro, small, and
medium enterprises are demonstrating that agroecology offers a more reliable business model
not merely for farmers, but for an entire ecosystem of enterprises. Companies producing bio-
inputs, appropriate technology tools, drip-irrigation systems, and adapted transport solutions
are proving that genuine sustainability (environmental and economic) requires no subsidies to
thrive. Unlike their conventional counterparts, whose profitability depends on the elaborate
architecture of public support detailed above, these businesses operate on fundamentals:
meeting real farmer needs with affordable solutions that enhance rather than extract value.

Their success reveals the ultimate irony of the industrial model: that a system claiming market
efficiency cannot survive without massive state intervention, while the alternative it seeks to
suppress flourishes through market forces alone (and despite a market highly distorted by
subsidies).
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This is why the ultimate question is not whether agroecology can feed the world (a solid corpus
of evidence already proves it can)”, but whether those profiting from the current system will
allow it. In revealing that feeding humanity need not generate astronomical profits for distant

shareholders, agroecology transforms farming from a site of extraction into a source of shared
abundance.

That is why it is resisted. And why it will continue to spread.
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