
Norman Borlaug’s Three Dreams 

 
The late Dr. Norman Borlaug, Nobel Peace Prize winner, founder of the World Food Prize, and the 

recipient of the UN FAO Agricola Award, told me of his three dreams:  

 That the Green Revolution could finally come to Africa;  

 That scientists could find a way to transfer to wheat that trait which keeps rice from ever 

developing rust disease; and  

 To inspire the next generation of young people to pursue education and careers in agriculture 

and science. 

All three of those subjects will be front and center at the World Food Prize symposium – the Borlaug 

Dialogue – which begins, appropriately, on October 16, UN World Food Day, in Des Moines, Iowa, 

the American state in which Borlaug was born. 

Dr. Borlaug created the World Food Prize in 1986 to be what it has come to be called: "the Nobel prize 

for food and agriculture." He saw it as an invaluable means to recognize and inspire those 

breakthrough achievements in increasing the quality, quantity, and availability of food which the world 

will require to feed the rapidly growing population. Borlaug liked to remind us that, when he was born 

in 1914, the global population was about 1.6 billion people. At the time of his death in 2009 it was 

rapidly approaching 7 billion, and of course is projected to be over 9 billion by mid-century. 

In its 27 years of existence, the World Food Prize has been out in front, honoring an array of 

pioneering scientists, leaders and experts from around the globe. The first recipient was Dr. M.S. 

Swaminathan, Borlaug’s essential partner in sparking the Green Revolution in India. The “Prize” was 

the first international recognition ever accorded to Mohammed Yunus for his development of 

microcredit. The awarding of the World Food Prize called attention to the amazing transformation of 

agriculture in China, led by Minister He Kang, long before almost anyone else had seen that impact; 

and, in 1999, the Prize was awarded to the British scientist Walter Plowright, whose vaccine helped 

eradicate rinderpest – cattle plague – from the face of the earth, making it the second disease to ever 

have been completely eradicated, after smallpox.  

In more recent years, in partial fulfillment of Borlaug’s vision, the Prize has gone to three Africans: 

President John Kufuor of Ghana for his political leadership in fulfilling the UN Millennium 

Development goals; and Monty Jones of Sierra Leone and Gebisa Ejeta of Ethiopia for their 

breakthrough achievements on rice and sorghum.  

In 2013, Marc Van Montagu of Belgium and Mary-Dell Chilton and Robert Fraley of the United States 

will be awarded the World Food Prize for founding and developing agricultural biotechnology. Once 

again, our Foundation is at the fore, this time in the most consequential debate facing global agriculture 

– the role of biotechnology and genetically modified crops in meeting what I have described as “the 

single greatest challenge in human history: feeding the 9 billion people who will be on our planet in 

2050.”  

As Dr. M.S. Swaminathan of India, the Chair of the World Food Prize Selection Committee, observed, 

it is most appropriate that modern molecular genetics be recognized in 2013, which marks the 60th 

anniversary of the discovery of the double helix DNA structure by Watson, Crick and Wilkins. 



 

2 
 

 

 

The three laureates will share the $250,000 World Food Prize at the same time that the Borlaug 

Dialogue symposium takes place with its theme, "The Next Borlaug Century: Biotechnology, 

Sustainability and Climate Volatility."   

 

Dr. Borlaug’s dream of the Green Revolution coming to Africa will be given emphasis at the 

conference, with ministers of agriculture from Nigeria, Malawi, and Liberia all participating along with 

business executives, NGO leaders, and experts from organizations such as AGRA and the World Bank, 

UN FAO and the Gates Foundation.  

 

The issues of climate volatility, which is so dramatically impacting agricultural production, especially 

by smallholder farmers, will also receive focused attention with a keynote speech by the President of 

Iceland, H.E. Ólafur Ragnar Grímsson. Former Prime Minister Tony Blair is also participating on a 

panel with Howard G. Buffett and Ritu Sharma, which will give emphasis to the challenges in Africa 

where both Mr. Blair, through his African Governance Initiative, and Mr. Buffett, through the Howard 

G. Buffett Foundation, have been extremely active. As a special feature, Cardinal Peter K.A. Turkson 

of Ghana, the President of the Pontifical Council for Justice and Peace at the Vatican, will deliver the 

symposium luncheon address.  

 

Giving still further focus on African development, the new Borlaug Field Award for Field Research 

and Application, Endowed by the Rockefeller Foundation, will be presented at the Norman Borlaug 

Hall of Laureates to a young Kenyan woman scientist, Dr. Charity Mutegi. She is receiving this global 

recognition for young leaders (under the age of 40) for her work in remote parts of Kenya in combating 

aflatoxin. Given the recent tragic events in Kenya, our hope is that this celebration of her will send an 

uplifting message to people in Nairobi.  

 

The Borlaug Dialogue will also bring significant attention to the issue of biotechnology, of which Dr. 

Borlaug was a passionate proponent. As we were driving through Oslo in December 2001 on the 

occasion of the 100th anniversary of the Nobel Peace Prize, Dr. Borlaug told me that he envisioned 

that one day scientists, using biotechnology, would be able to identify the trait in rice that prevents that 

plant from ever getting rust disease (the scourge that Dr. Borlaug spent his life combatting) and 

transplant it into wheat and barley. A recent development by the Borlaug Global Rust initiative, led by 

World Food Prize Council of Advisors member Dr. Ronnie Coffman of Cornell University, is getting 

tantalizingly close to some breakthroughs in this effort. 

 

Given the sharp dichotomy of views on biotechnology, we have shaped the World Food Prize 

symposium to bring to the table strong advocates of diverse positions on genetic modification, as well 

as supporters of agro-ecology. We are especially pleased to have senior executives from FAO taking 

part: Ren Wang, Assistant Director-General for the Agriculture and Consumer Protection Department; 

and Jomo Sunduram, Assistant Director-General of the Economic and Social Development 

Department. 
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For the past 13 years, ever since I became president of the World Food Prize, I have endeavored to 

have the subject of GMOs front and center. Given the enormous stakes involved in regard to 

sustainably feeding our planet, it is critical that we have this debate.  We need to resolve whether or 

not the scientific achievements of agricultural science should be and will be available to help promote 

both sustainability and assist farmers in reacting to the impediments being brought about by the 

increased volatility of the weather.  

 

Dr. Borlaug’s third dream of inspiring the “next generation” will also be given great emphasis at our 

symposium. This year, more than 1,500 participants from over 70 countries have registered for the 

World Food Prize. Included among them will be an array of young farmers, scientists, PhD students, 

business leaders and journalists from Africa, Asia, Latin America and the Middle East.  

 

But the part of World Food Prize week that Dr. Borlaug loved the most was our Global Youth Institute, 

which will have 150 high school students from 27 U.S. states and lectures and 6 foreign countries 

(including a special group of students from the Hebei Province in China) to take part in the Borlaug 

Dialogue. They then also participate in their own conference in which the students present their 

research papers to a “faculty” of laureates and experts. Dr. Borlaug loved this program and was always 

enthusiastic about sitting in and hearing the students speak and then offering them his personal 

feedback.  

 

March 25, 2014, will mark the 100th anniversary of Dr. Borlaug’s birth on that small farm in northeast 

Iowa. This son of Norwegian immigrant parents had perhaps the most remarkable journey of any 

figure in agriculture the 20th century. He went to Mexico, India, Pakistan, China and then across 

Africa in leading the "single greatest period of food production and hunger reduction in human 

history."  

 

Even though we lost Dr. Borlaug in 2009, his spirit and legacy are more important and more needed 

than ever. Next March 25, we will unveil the statue of Dr. Borlaug in the U.S. Capitol in Washington, 

D.C. It will join other statues in: Mexico, India, and in the garden of the Dr. Norman Borlaug World 

Food Prize Hall of Laureates in Des Moines, Iowa. All of them are beckoning to everyone who sees 

them to join the struggle. All of them are significant as it is only if the next generation of young people 

becomes engaged can we hope to be successful in achieving global food security for all.  

 

Those statues will remind us that if we are to succeed in confronting the greatest challenge human 

beings have ever faced, it will only be if we all work together to make Norman Borlaug’s three dreams 

come true. 


