
 

  

 
 

 

 

The Green Revolution 
 

Many people around the world don’t recognize the name of 
Norman Borlaug, the winner of the Nobel Peace Prize in 1970. 
But estimates suggest that a billion people alive today avoided 
starvation because of his work. 
 
Norman Borlaug grew up working on a farm in Iowa. He 
studied agriculture and genetics in college. In the late 1940s, he 
began conducting research in Mexico, to try to improve crop 
yields so that farmers could increase how much food they could 
grow on their land. 

Borlaug used modern agricultural engineering 
techniques to address many of the issues and 
constraints of food production. First, he crossbred 
wheat plants to develop new varieties of wheat 
that were disease-resistant and produced higher 
yields than the older varieties used in Mexico. He 
promoted the widespread use of chemical 
fertilizers to increase crop yields and promoted 
other agricultural engineering techniques, such as 
irrigation systems, so farmers were not so 
dependent upon rain. 
 
Borlaug’s approach was very successful and it 
swiftly spread throughout the country. Within 20 
years, Mexico went from needing to import half of 
the wheat used in the nation to becoming one of 
the world’s leading exporters of wheat. 

The Green Revolution 
In the 1960s, Borlaug was asked to apply his techniques to 
countries in Asia, including India and Pakistan. The region had 
suffered from a series of wars, which led to food shortages. The 
increasing number of starving people was leading to political 
instability. 

 

Irrigation is one of the techniques used to 
increase food production. 
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Once again, Borlaug was wildly successful. Within a few years, 
instead of having a crisis due to wide-spread starvation, the 
governments of India and Pakistan were facing completely 
different problems: so much grain was harvested that it 
overwhelmed the existing networks for storage and distribution. 
 
Soon Borlaug’s techniques were being applied around the world.
His approach to farming earned the nickname “The Green 
Revolution” because of the increase in growth of crop plants. In 
the years since, there have been far fewer famines around the 
world than were projected. 
 
Problems of the Green Revolution 
The widespread use of agricultural engineering techniques used 
in the Green Revolution solved some problems, but created 
others. Critics have pointed out some downsides to Borlaug’s 
approach. 
 
The increased food production has contributed to 
overpopulation worldwide. Overpopulation can put a significant 
strain on other natural resources. The use of pesticides and 
fertilizers has contributed to water and soil pollution. In 
addition, a number of aquifers and reservoirs around the world 
are running low on water because much of the water has gone to 
irrigate crops. 
 
Even Borlaug’s development of high-yield crop varieties creates 
a potential problem by reducing the number of crop species in 
use. For example, in India prior to the Green Revolution, there 
were once many hundreds of varieties of rice grown, but today 
there are only a handful of crop varieties. Some of the older ones
have become virtually extinct. With less diversity within a 
species, there is an increased risk that the genes necessary to 
fight of a new disease or cope with changing growing conditions 
are gone. 
 
Norman Borlaug died in Dallas, Texas in 2009, but the use of 
his Green Revolution techniques, and the ongoing controversy 
around them, continue to this day. What are your thoughts on 
this issue? 
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