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A corporate cartel fertilises food inflation
May 23, 2023

Last year's financial results from the world's largest fertiliser companies are now in — andit's a
shocker. Given the sky high fertiliser prices of 2022, it was anticipated that their revenues would
break records, but no one could have predicted this scale of profiteering. As the world grappled
with a severe food crisis and farmers saw costs rise, the world’s largest fertiliser firms ramped up
their margins and more than tripled their profits from two years ago.
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Data is from MarketScreener and company reports for Nutrien, Yara, Mosaie, ICL Group, CF Industries, OCP, PhosAgro, OCl and K45,
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Graph 1 shows the total profits of the big nine fertiliser companies over the past five years. They
exponentially grew from an average of around US$14 billion before the Covid-19 pandemic to
US$28 billion in 2021 and then to an astounding US$49 billion last year. International agencies like
the World Bank blamed the spike in fertiliser prices on the Russian war in Ukraine, resulting in
high natural gas prices (used to produce nitrogen fertiliser) from shortages and trade disruptions.
But as can be seen in Graph 2, a major part of the story is the monopoly power of the fertiliser
companies. These companies increased prices far beyond the increases in production costs and
boosted their profit margins to a massive 36% in 2022.


https://grain.org/system/articles/pdfs/000/006/903/original/The%20Fertiliser%20Trap%20English%20-%20Embargoed%208th%20November%202022.pdf?1667838216
https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/podcast/2022/07/22/fertilizer-volatility-and-the-food-crisis

Profit Margins of Top 9 Fertiliser Companies (2018 - 2022)
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Data is from MarketScreener and company reports for Nutrien, Yara, Mosaic, ICL Group, CF Industries, OCP, PhosAgro, OCI and K+5.
Does not include Eurochem and Uralkali, as financial reports not available.

Graph 2

There are signs that fertiliser prices are coming down from their stratospheric heights earlier this
year, but the effects of the price spike are still being felt. The high prices and lack of supply in some
countries caused farmers to cut fertiliser use, thereby reducing production levels and contributing
to an alarming rise in global food insecurity. The high prices also pushed many farmers deeper into
debt. Farmers from Cameroon to the U.S. say they are still spending three times as much on
fertilisers as they were a few years ago. And in countries where fertilisers are heavily subsidised,
the price spike has saddled governments with huge debts. In India alone, the central government's
expenditure on fertiliser subsidies last year surged from US$9.8 billion to US$17.1 billion. People
are paying the price for the fertiliser industry's price gouging.

The costs are also rising for the planet. Chemical fertilisers are a major source of environmental
pollution and greenhouse gas emissions, with nitrogen fertilisers alone accounting for one out of
every 40 tonnes of annual emissions. New reports from the UN's Food and Agriculture
Organisation and Earth4All, a global collective of leading scientists and economists, make it clear
that steep and immediate reductions in global fertiliser use are required to avert catastrophic
climate change. Both recommend a near phase-out of nitrogen fertiliser consumption by 2050 (see
Graph 3). The idea is not to recklessly crash production levels, but a planned transition toward
more sustainable, agroecological farming systems that require less or no fertiliser.



https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/server/api/core/bitstreams/6864d537-d407-4cab-8ef1-868dbf7e07e2/content
https://www.fsinplatform.org/global-report-food-crises-2023?utm_source=piano&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=14922&pnespid=sL45DT8bKa5HwuGaoGS7DpzW7gKjDIlyMLnkmPR39xBmg1pxgsRTycjK_p.lqaOL6tOvqJ8sZQ
https://www.fsinplatform.org/global-report-food-crises-2023?utm_source=piano&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=14922&pnespid=sL45DT8bKa5HwuGaoGS7DpzW7gKjDIlyMLnkmPR39xBmg1pxgsRTycjK_p.lqaOL6tOvqJ8sZQ
https://camerounactuel.com/cameroun-les-agriculteurs-craignent-une-baisse-de-la-production-en-raison-de-la-flambee-des-prix-des-engrais/
https://missouriindependent.com/2023/01/06/farmers-endured-a-rough-year-but-fertilizer-companies-cashed-in/
https://www.livemint.com/industry/agriculture/can-india-brave-the-global-fertilizer-shock-11650388856854.html
https://www.ciel.org/reports/fossil-fertilizers/
https://www.ciel.org/reports/fossil-fertilizers/
https://grain.org/en/article/6761-new-research-shows-50-year-binge-on-chemical-fertilisers-must-end-to-address-the-climate-crisis
https://www.fao.org/3/I8429EN/i8429en.pdf
https://www.fao.org/3/I8429EN/i8429en.pdf
https://www.earth4all.life/book
https://grain.org/en/article/6774-lessons-from-sri-lanka-s-agrochemical-ban-fiasco

Scenarios for Global Nitrogen Fertilisers Use to 2050
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Graph 3

It is increasingly clear that today's food inflation is a product of both corporate greed and
ecological breakdown. Obscene levels of profit-taking by corporations are happening across the
food system, from fertilisers to processing to retail, and this is pushing up prices. But the way
these corporations organise our food production and distribution is also driving climate change
and undermining the capacity for the global food system to deliver affordable and accessible food,
now and over the long term.

Bold new approaches are urgently needed to reign in corporate power in the food system and turn
the food crisis around. When it comes to fertilisers, policy actions like windfall taxes and price
controls can help. But to deal with both profiteering and environmental catastrophe we need to
transition food production to rely far less on chemical fertilisers. The fertiliser industry will be
pushing for the opposite when it gathers for its annual meeting in Prague this week, yet around
the world there are farmers and rural movements already leading a transition away from chemical
fertilisers, with plenty of successful examples to learn from. What's holding us back is the
structural political change needed at all levels to address the excess profiteering from the fertiliser
industry, and to chart a new path toward more resilient food systems.



https://www.unitetheunion.org/news-events/news/2023/march/corporate-profiteering-soars-an-astonishing-89-compared-to-pre-pandemic-levels/
https://www.ipes-food.org/_img/upload/files/tippingthescales.pdf
https://www.fertilizer.org/event/ifa-annual-conference-2023-prague-czech-republic/
https://grain.org/system/articles/pdfs/000/006/903/original/The%20Fertiliser%20Trap%20English%20-%20Embargoed%208th%20November%202022.pdf?1667838216

