
Food From the Land
Unit 5



History of Agriculture

• The development of plant and animal domestication
increased food production and led to the development of 
cities.

• As population grew, more and more land was converted 
to agriculture.

• Today, all areas suitable for agriculture are already being 
cultivated.  

• Technological innovations have allowed us to convert 
marginal agricultural lands into productive ones.

• Have also allowed us to make better use of existing land 
by increasing yields.



Modern Innovations in Agriculture
Use of Machinery

• The use of the steam engine for tractors and threshing 
machines dramatically increased the productivity of farms.

• Massive areas can now be cultivated relatively quickly.  Sizes 
of farms have increased.

• Human labour less important – surplus workers have helped 
fuel urbanization.



Selective Breeding of Plants and Animals
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• Farmers have influenced the evolution of species by only 
reproducing the best examples of their crops.

• Over generations, this had led to stronger, hardier, and 
more productive species of plants and animals.

• EX – Farmers use offspring of dairy cows that produce the 
most milk to create new herds.



Chemicalization

• The development of pesticides and herbicides have reduced 
the loss of crop land to infestation.

Irrigation – key to opening up dry areas to agriculture (Mid-
west and California).

Genetically Modified Organisms

• Essentially the same idea as selective breeding, but a faster 
version.  Scientists can deliberately manipulate the genome 
of plants and animals to include desirable characteristics like 
plants that are drought or pest resistant or can grow larger.

The Green Revolution

• The spread of practices from the developed to the 
developing world, funded by organizations like the UN.



Types of Agriculture
Subsistence Farming

• Small scale farming where produce is used to meet the 
immediate food needs of the family.

• Typically very small farms, usually in developing world.



Cash-Crop Farming

• Produce is sold in local or global markets, not directly 
consumed.

• Usually very large farms that produce one or two different 
products.

• Farmers grow products that can fetch them the best price.

• Has spread to developing world with some negative 
consequences for local food supplies.



Intensive Farming

• Involves large amounts of labour and capital to increase 
yields on smaller parcels of land (typically where land value 
is high)

• Examples include fruit and vegetable farming, vineyards, 
hog factories, livestock feed lots, dairy.



Extensive Farming

• Involves large amounts of land (usually poorer quality) with 
limited labour and capital.

• Examples include grain farming and ranching.



Land Suitable for Agriculture
• Only about 10-15% of the world can be considered arable 

land.  Only about 1% of land is considered perfect for 
agriculture.

• The quality of farm land is dependent on four major factors:

1) Climate – solar energy (heat) and precipitation

2) Soil – contains nutrients essential to plant growth, takes a 
long time to develop, PH levels must be right.  Decaying organic 
material (humus) adds nutrients.

3) Topography – Generally, level land is best for farming.

4) Biology – Organisms like bees and worms are essential to 
farming – others can be destructive, like weeds.

* Technology has helped us overcome deficiencies in land but 
have brought their own problems (see notes).









Correcting Deficiencies

Instructions

Using the slips of paper, link the deficiency with the 
solution and then the potential spin-off problems that are 
created by the solution.

When done, write these down in a three column table in 
your notebooks under the heading of this slide.



Contemporary Issues in 
Agriculture

1) Poor Land Usage

• All of Canada’s land is rated for agricultural suitability……… 

• 86.8% of Canada’s land area is not suitable for agriculture.

• Only 5% of Canada’s land area is considered “good to 
excellent” (Class 1 to 3).  

• Remaining 8.2% (Class 4 to 6) has severe limitations 
including poor soil, short growing seasons, poor drainage.

• The growth of urban areas has led to housing developments 
on top of valuable agricultural land (see article).



2) Soil Erosion / Exhaustion

• Poor farming practices can lead to the loss of soil by wind 
or water erosion.  Farmers can employ techniques to avoid 
this:

• No-Till Cropping – farmer leaves stubble in the field that 
holds soil in place and protects from wind erosion.

• Contour Plowing – reduces water erosion by plowing
along the sides of hills, instead of up and down.



• Soil can also be exhausted of nutrients by continuous 
use. Farmers can leave a field fallow (no cultivation)
every few years to allow humus to regenerate soil or can 
do more crop rotation.

• In some areas, slash and burn agriculture leads to 
deforestation as farmers abandon exhausted fields and 
clear vegetation to create new farm land (Ex. Brazil).





3) Chemical Contamination

• Land is a renewable resource but it can be damaged by 
over use of chemicals.

• Air pollution can also settle and lead to heavy metal 
contamination of soils.

• Use of some of these chemicals has been linked to 
unintended destruction of other species and habitat.

• Run off from fertilizers is a significant problem for bodies of 
water such as Lake Winnipeg.

4) Population Pressure / Famine

• Can we continue to feed growing population as arable land 
stays static or declines?

• Famine in some areas – but huge amount of waste in 
developed countries.

• Is answer in science, population control, or reduced waste?







5) Business of Farming

• Modern cash crop farming is a huge operation that involves 
high input costs for things such as machinery and tech.

• Also very risky due to climate and varying world prices.

• Many farmers have sold their land and abandoned farming. 

• Today, there are far fewer farmers but they are operating 
huge tracts of land.

• Some farms are owned by large agricultural companies 
who hire labourers to work the land.

• Huge companies like Monsanto are accused of 
monopolizing parts of the industry, such as seed 
technology.

• There is distrust of these companies and their control of 
the market.



6) Greenhouse Gas Emissions

• Our diets are made possible by the massive transport 
network in North America.  Many of our foods, especially in 
winter, come from far distances.

• Trucking adds to emissions.

• Some have argued that we should “eat local” – support 
small farmers and reduce emissions.

• “100 mile diets” 

are popular among many.



7) Water Shortages

• Irrigation has opened up many arid areas to agriculture, but 
many cash crops require enormous amounts of water.

• Water supplies being exhausted, especially groundwater 
from large aquifers like the Ogallala Aquifer in the USA.

• California is especially susceptible to drought.



8) Controversy over Genetically Modified Organisms

• GMOs are seen as an important innovation for our future 
health and food supply.

• Yet, there are many fears over GMOs – some justified and 
others not.  Have led to popularity of organic foods. (see 
handout)



Sustainable Farming Practices
• The key for the future is to promote the practices that are 

sustainable.  This means we can continue to farm and 
feed our population for generations to come.

• Which practices would you consider sustainable???


