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economic growth in overcoming poverty, hunger and malnutrition. We are pleased to note that

many, though not all, developing countries have enjoyed remarkable rates of growth during
recent decades. High growth rates of GDP per capita are a key factor in reducing food insecurity and
malnutrition. However, economic growth per se does not guarantee success. As Jean Dreze and Amartya
Sen stated recently, it “requires active public policies to ensure that the fruits of economic growth are
widely shared, and also requires — and this is very important — making good use of the public revenue
generated by fast economic growth for social services, especially for public healthcare and public
education.”’ We fully agree.

There are still too many circumstances in which the poor do not sufficiently benefit from economic
growth. This may happen because growth originates in sectors that do not generate sufficient
employment for the poor, or because they lack secure and fair access to productive assets, in particular
land, water and credit. Or it may happen because the poor cannot immediately make use of the
opportunities provided by growth as a result of undernutrition, low levels of education, ill health, age
or social discrimination.

However, one lesson that we have learned from success stories coming from all developing regions
is that investment in agriculture, more so than investment in other sectors, can generate economic
growth that delivers large benefits to the poor, hungry and malnourished. We recognize, nonetheless,
that this is not universally true. With urbanization continuing in developing countries, future efforts to
address poverty and food insecurity will have to focus also on urban areas. However, agriculture is still
the dominant source of employment in the economies of many low-income countries, and the urban
poor spend most of their income on food. Moreover, for the foreseeable future, the majority of the
poor and hungry will continue to live in rural areas and depend directly or indirectly on investments in
rural infrastructure and smallholder-based agriculture to improve their livelihoods.

This edition of The State of Food Insecurity in the World draws attention to the potential to invest in
smallholder-centred agricultural growth. In recognition of the dual need to protect the environment
and reduce hunger, poverty and malnutrition, we call on all stakeholders to promote practical solutions
that aim to promote sustainable intensification of food production systems, ensure a strong
involvement of smallholder farmers and other rural poor, and preserve natural resources — including by
minimizing post-harvest losses and waste throughout the food chain. Higher prices of agricultural
commodities provide positive incentives for increased investment in agriculture. However, better policy
responses and improved governance are needed to ensure sustainability and to address the effects of
increased price volatility and of higher costs of the food basket for the poor, most of whom are net
food buyers.

This report provides convincing evidence that poor, hungry and malnourished people use some of
their additional income either to produce or purchase more food, aiming to increase their dietary
energy intake and to diversify their diets. Against this background, we are glad to note significant
improvements in food security and nutrition outcomes worldwide. The trend in the prevalence of
undernourishment has been declining, and we have seen some progress in key anthropometric
indicators of child underweight, stunting and nutrition-related child mortality. There has also been
progress in overcoming some types of micronutrient deficiencies or “hidden hunger” in a number of
countries. These encouraging developments are made possible by the combined effects of increased
attention to world hunger, overall economic and agricultural growth, and targeted policy interventions.

Nevertheless, as is also documented in this report, 868 million people continue to suffer from
undernourishment, and the negative health consequences of micronutrient deficiencies continue to
affect around 2 billion people. In today’s world of unprecedented technical and economic
opportunities, we find it entirely unacceptable that more than 100 million children under the age of
five are underweight, and therefore unable to realize their full socio-economic and human potential,
and that childhood malnutrition is a cause of death for more than 2.5 million children every year.
Hunger and malnutrition can be a significant obstacle to economic growth.

We are concerned that most rural people do not enjoy decent working conditions or adequate and
effective social protection. We call on national governments to use the additional public resources

T he 2012 edition of The State of Food Insecurity in the World focuses on the importance of
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generated by economic growth, inter alia, to build comprehensive social protection systems to support
those who cannot help themselves in their efforts to secure adequate nutrition. This report devotes a
section to recent experience of social protection as a foundation for both agricultural growth and food
security. Such approaches should be human rights-based, target the poor, promote gender equality,
enhance long-term resilience and allow sustainable graduation out of poverty.

While The State of Food Insecurity in the World 2012 recognizes the potential of economic growth
to accelerate reductions in hunger, poverty and malnutrition, it also draws attention to the association
of globalization and economic growth with the trend towards overnutrition, even in low-income
countries. The societal transformations that have been observed in the process of economic growth,
modernization and urbanization, have led a growing number of people to adopt lifestyles and diets
that are conducive to overweight and related non-communicable diseases. The negative implications
for public health systems are already significant in many countries. Together with post-harvest losses,
excessive consumption and waste draw on scarce resources that could be used to improve the nutrition
of the poor and hungry while reducing the food system’s environmental footprint.

Working with national governments and the international community, our three organizations are
committed to developing better-integrated approaches to food security and nutrition and promoting
cooperation among all relevant stakeholders. In order to contribute to improving all dimensions of food
insecurity, policies, strategies and programmes must not only be “pro-poor,” they also must be
“nutrition-sensitive,” by promoting positive and sustainable interactions among all three key sectors
that need to be involved: agriculture, nutrition and health.

In view of the importance of economic growth for today’s low-income countries, we note with
particular concern that the recovery of the world economy from the recent global financial crisis
remains fragile. We nonetheless appeal to the international community to make extra efforts to assist
the poorest in realizing- their basic human right to adequate food. The world has the knowledge and
the means to eliminate all forms of food insecurity and malnutrition. We therefore consider no
ambition in achieving this aim too high, and warmly welcome the recent “Zero Hunger Challenge”
announced by United Nations Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon.

s, Y fuf Lo

José Graziano da Silva Kanayo F. Nwanze Ertharin Cousin
FAQ Director-General IFAD President WEFP Executive Director
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Undernourishment around the world
in 2012

Undernourishment around the world

Key messages

The State of Food Insecurity in the World 2012
presents new estimates of the number and
proportion of undernourished people going
back to 1990, defined in terms of the
distribution of dietary energy supply. With
almost 870 million people chronically
undernourished in 2010-12, the number of
hungry people in the world remains
unacceptably high. The vast majority live in
developing countries, where about 850 million
people, or slightly fewer than 15 per cent of the
population, are estimated to be undernourished.
Improved undernourishment estimates, from 1990,
suggest that progress in reducing hunger has been
more pronounced than previously believed.

Most of the progress, however, was achieved
before 2007-08. Since then, global progress in
reducing hunger has slowed and levelled off.
The revised results imply that the Millennium
Development Goal (MDG) target of halving the
prevalence of undernourishment in the
developing world by 2015 is within reach, if
appropriate actions are taken to reverse the
slowdown since 2007-08.

Despite significant improvements this year to
the FAO methodology for estimating
undernourishment, further improvements and
better data are needed to capture the effects of
food price and other economic shocks. Therefore,
the undernourishment estimates do not fully reflect
the effects on hunger of the 2007-08 price spikes or
the economic slowdown experienced by some
countries since 2009, let alone the recent price
increases. Other indicators are also needed to provide
a more holistic assessment of undernourishment and
food security.
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bout 870 million people are estimated to have
been undernourished (in terms of dietary energy
% supply) in the period 2010-12. This figure
represents 12.5 percent of the global population, or one in
eight people. The vast majority of these, 852 million, live in
developing countries, where the prevalence of
undernourishment is now estimated at 14.9 percent of the
population (Table 1).

The updated figures emerging as a result of improvements
in data and methodology.indicate that the number of
undernourished people in the world is estimated to have
declined more steeply than previously estimated until 2007,
although the rate of decline has slowed thereafter (Figure 1). As
a result, the developing world as a whole is found to be much
closer to achieving the MDG target of reducing by half the
percentage of people suffering from chronic hunger by 2015.
The current assessment pegs the undernourishment estimate
for developing countries at slightly more than 23.2 percent of
the population in 1990-92 (substantially higher than previously
estimated), thus implying an MDG target of 11.6 percent for
2015. If the average annual decline of the past 20 years
continues to 2015, the prevalence of undernourishment in
developing countries would reach 12.5 percent, still above the
MDG target, but much closer to it than previously estimated.

Regionally, the rate of progress in the reduction of
undernourishment has been higher in Asia and the Pacific and
in Latin America and the Caribbean (Figure 2, page 10).
Considerable differences among regions and countries remain,
however, and some have moved even further away from their
MDG trajectory. A reduction in both the number and
proportion of undernourishment in Asia and the Pacific has
continued in recent years, meaning that the region is almost on
track for achieving its MDG hunger target. The same holds true
for Latin America and the Caribbean. South-Eastern Asia has
shown the most rapid reduction (from 29.6 to 10.9 percent),
followed by Eastern Asia and Latin America (Figure 3, page
10). Undernourishment in sub-Saharan Africa has improved,
but less rapidly, while Western Asia has seen an increase in the
prevalence of undernourishment over this period.
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Different rates of progress have led to significant changes in
the distribution of the undernourished in the world between Undernourishment in the developing world
1990-92 and 2010-12 (Figure 4, page 11). The share of the : ‘

world's undernourished people has declined most rapidly in

Millions Percentage undernourished

South-Eastern Asia and Eastern Asia (from 13.4 to 7.5 percent 1100 45
and from 26.1 to 19.2 percent, respectively), while declining 1000 i
from 6.5 to 5.6 percent in Latin America. Meanwhile, the share \ i -
has increased from 32.7 to 35.0 percent in Southern Asia, 200 ~ e B
from 17.0 to 27.0 percent in sub-Saharan Africa and from 800 e 30
1.3 to 2.9 percent in Western Asia and Northern Africa. 700 = - 25

Trends in undernourishment presented in this report are 600 20
broadly consistent with those of other food security and —
development indicators (Figure 5, page 11). Particularly interesting Sey
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estimates in comparison with poverty and child mortality, which 30 1 5
suggests that undernourishment has evolved in line with global <
and regional poverty estimates: for developing countries as a 0199(‘)_92 ML 200608 2007508 201013 2018 2 ‘
whole, the prevalence of undernourishment has fallen from
23.2 to 14.9 percent over the period 1990-2010, while the =o= Number (leftaxis) === Prevalence (right axis)
incidence of poverty has declined from 47.5 to 22.4 percent, .

) ) Note: Data for 2010-12 in all graphics refer to provisional estimates.

and that of child mortality from 9.5 to 6.1 percent. Source: FAO
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FIGURE 2
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Undernourishment in recent years
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The new estimates suggest that the increase in hunger
during 2007-10 — the period characterized by food price and
economic crises — was less severe than previously estimated.
There are several reasons for this. First, the methodology
estimates chronic undernourishment based on habitual
consumption of dietary energy and does not fully capture
the effects of price spikes, which are typically short-term. As
a result, the prevalence of undernourishment (PoU) indicator
should not be used to draw definitive conclusions about the
effects of price spikes or other short-term shocks. Second,
and most importantly, the transmission of economic shocks
to many developing countries was less pronounced than
initially thought. More recent GDP estimates suggest that the
35 “great recession” of 2008-09 resulted in only a mild
slowdown in GDP growth in many developing countries, and
increases in domestic staple food prices were very small in
China, India and Indonesia (the three largest developing

Source: FAO.
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The distribution of hunger in the world is changing

Number of undernourished by region, 1990-92 and 2010-12

1990-92

Total = 1 000 million

2010-12

Number of undernourished (millions)
1990-92 2010-12

@ Developed regions 20 16
(@ Southern Asia 327 304
(® Sub-Saharan Africa 170 234
@ Eastern Asia 261 167

South-Eastern Asia 134 65
(@ Latin America and the Caribbean 65 49

Western Asia and Northern Africa 13 25
(1) Caucasus and Central Asia 9 6
© Oceania 1 1

Total = 868 million

Note: The areas of the pie charts are proportional to the total number of undernourished in each period. All figures are rounded

Source: FAO

Poverty, undernourishment and child mortality
in the developing world
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50 —a75 :

10 R MDG target
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Source: FAO

developing countries and their most vulnerable populations
were much more exposed to the economic downturn.

Although the estimates of the prevalence of
undernourishment are lower than previous calculations, the
period 2007-10 is characterized by a significant slowdown
in progress towards lower hunger rates, bringing hunger

reduction essentially to a halt for the developing countries
as a whole. Again, the overall picture masks very different
trends across regions and countries. In Western Asia, the
prevalence of undernourishment was increasing before
2007 and continued its upward trend. In sub-Saharan
Africa, the modest progress achieved during 2002-05 was
reversed, with hunger rates rising by 2 percent per year
since 2007. Progress slowed in Latin America and the
Caribbean, from an average annual rate of reduction of

1.9 percent per year in 2002-05 to 0.9 percent in 2006-09.
Eastern Asia and South-Eastern Asia, by contrast, managed
to accelerate their hunger reduction rates. South-Eastern
Asia was able to speed up hunger reduction from

3.1 percent per year before 2007 to 4.6 percent afterwards,
while Eastern Asia improved the pace from 0.1 percent to
over 4 percent.

Behind these regional divergences stand markedly
different capacities to deal with economic shocks (such as
price increases and economic recessions), including vastly
different levels of vulnerability in the face of global recession
and differences in the ability to take advantage of higher
prices through increased supply response, depending on
market infrastructure, technology levels and natural resource
endowments. (Some indicative comparisons were presented
in the 2011 edition of this report.) Some countries in Asia
managed to mitigate international price pressure through
border measures and counter-cyclical measures to avert the
worst impacts of the recession. In those countries, domestic
rice prices rose only slightly. Many African countries, by
contrast, were fully exposed to both price hikes and the
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This year's edition of The State of Food Insecurity in the
World presents new estimates of the number and
proportion of hungry people in the world going back to
1990, reflecting several key improvements in data and in
FAO'’s methodology used to derive its prevalence of
undernourishment indicator (PoU). The new estimates
incorporate

e the latest revisions of world population data;

* new data from demographic, health and household
surveys that suggest revised minimum dietary energy
requirements, by country;

e new estimates of dietary energy supply, by country;

* country-specific estimates of food losses at the retail
distribution level; and

* technical improvements to the methodology.

(For more detail on these changes, see pages 13-14 and

the technical annex.)

Notwithstanding these improvements, it is important
to note several caveats. First, the PoU indicator is
defined solely in terms of dietary energy availability and
its distribution in the population and does not consider
other aspects of nutrition. Second, it uses the energy

global recession, with limited access to the means and
measures necessary to mitigate hardships for their
populations. All this suggests that additional regionally
focused efforts are required. These efforts should be led by
national governments and fully supported by the
international community.

The lesson to be learned from these diverse experiences is
that, even in cases where a sharp reduction in the total
amount of dietary energy consumed by the population as a
result of higher food prices cannot be detected, higher food
prices may nevertheless have had other negative impacts.
These may include a deterioration in dietary quality, as well
as reduced access to other basic needs such as health and
education. In response to income losses and/or higher food
prices, for example, poor consumers in many countries may
have had to compromise on the quality and diversity of the
food they consumed by reverting to cheaper and less
nutritious foods. Such impacts are difficult to quantify with
the information currently available in most countries, and
certainly cannot be captured by an indicator based only on
the adequacy of dietary energy.

Also, significant short-term hardships that many of the
poor may have endured when food prices spiked in the short
run, or when the economic recession left them without jobs
and livelihoods for months, will not be fully captured by an
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requirements for minimum activity levels as a benchmark
for dietary energy adequacy, whereas many poor and
hungry people are likely to have livelihoods involving
arduous manual labour. And third, the current
methodology does not capture the impact of short-term
price and other economic shocks, unless these are
reflected in changes in long-term food consumption
patterns. These limitations are consistent with definitions
used previously, but they underline the need to consider
the PoU indicator as a conservative estimate of
undernourishment. Further improvements and a broader
set of indicators are necessary to reach a more holistic
understanding of undernourishment and food insecurity.
For example, alternative indicators could include those
using a higher minimum energy requirement threshold
corresponding to higher activity levels. These would
imply very different levels and trends in
undernourishment, as discussed further in the technical
annex.

indicator of chronic undernourishment based on annual
average consumption. The poorest of the poor were unlikely
to have had either food stocks or financial savings to draw
upon and, where public safety nets were unavailable or ill-
functioning, they may have been exposed to severe short-
term food deprivation that would only be revealed if timely
and frequent assessments of acute food insecurity were
possible for representative samples of the population.

To summarize, the experience of recent years has
demonstrated that the consequences of food price rises and
other economic shocks are diverse and complex, involving
more than simply total dietary energy intake; they range
from a deterioration of dietary quality to possible cuts in
other types of consumption that are fundamental for
human development and growth in both the short and
longer term. Further improvements in the methodology,
better data and a wider suite of indicators are needed to
fully capture these effects. Although the data and
methodology used to derive the PoU indicator do not allow
estimation of the impact of short-term price spikes (and
dips), it is clear that progress in reducing the prevalence of
undernourishment has slowed considerably since 2007, and
many regions are unlikely to achieve the MDG hunger target
without early resumption of progress, requiring inclusive
economic recovery as well as food price stability.
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Improvements in data and methodology

Improving the prevalence of undernourishment
indicator

Over the past two years, FAO has overhauled the
methodology used to estimate its PoU indicator. The
proposed changes were noted in the 2011 edition of this
report and have been presented at various scientific fora,
including the National Academy of Sciences in Washington
DC in February 2011, a Round Table of the Committee on
World Food Security in Rome in September 2011, and the
International Scientific Symposium on Food and Nutrition
Security Information in Rome in January 2012.

These changes are wide-ranging and include a
comprehensive revision of food availability data (including
improved estimation of food losses), improved parameters
for dietary energy requirements, updated parameters for
food access-and a new functional form for the distributions
used to estimate the prevalence of undernourishment.
Some of the changes pertain to regular data updates
carried out almost every year (population estimates, revision
of food availability data), while others are the outcome of
intensive efforts, aimed at substantially improving the
methodology currently used. Essentially, all the updates and
improvements were contingent upon the availability of new
data sources.

For the first time, sufficient data on food supply and
consumption are available to assess comprehensively and in
a methodologically consistent way trends in dietary energy
availability up to the current year. New food balance sheets
have been compiled, up to 2009, and food supply
projections have been made for the period 2010-12 that
reflect the most up-to-date evidence on food production,
trade and uses during recent years. In addition, household
survey data on food consumption for a number of countries
have enabled revisions to be made that estimate more
accurately the inequality of food access in many countries,
although these surveys cover different years (between 1995
and 2010) for different countries.

While data remain scarce, recent analyses indicate that
food losses and waste can be significant. Among the
methodological changes introduced thus far, accounting for
food losses at the retail level is the single most important
factor affecting the new hunger estimates, lifting them by
117 million in 2008 compared with the estimates reported in
the 2011 edition of this report. In the past, food losses
incurred at the retail level were not captured by the
methodology.

The new undernourishment estimates also incorporate
the effects of population data revisions. While these
revisions had little impact on global estimates, they have
been pronounced for certain countries and regions.
China’s population estimate for the 1990s, for example,
has been revised upwards by as much as 25 million
people, while Bangladesh’s population has been revised
downwards by about 11 percent (or 17 million people), all
the way back to 1990. Such changes in estimated
population size affect estimates of undernourishment in
two ways. First, they make the same amount of food
available to a different number of people, thus changing
the estimates of dietary energy supply for the average
consumer, which in turn alters the estimated prevalence
of undernourishment. Second, they change the total
number of people for which the prevalence level applies,
thus leading to a different number of undernourished
people.

All other data and methodological revisions result in a
reduction in the estimated number of undernourished
people in developing countries. These other revisions are
also larger in recent years than in 1990, which results in a
stronger decline in the prevalence of undernourishment
over time compared with the estimates published
previously. More detail on these changes and their impacts
on the prevalence of undernourishment are presented in
the technical annex.

Despite these enhancements, important data gaps and
data quality problems nevertheless remain. Key
improvements that are still needed include:

e A concerted effort to improve the quality of basic data
on food production, utilization, storage and trade. To
this end, FAO is leading the implementation of the
Global Strategy for the Improvement of Agricultural
Statistics to address the declining capacity of many
developing countries to produce basic statistics and to
address emerging data needs.

e A continuous effort to maintain an up-to-date
parameter base for undernourishment estimates, with
regular “health checks” of the parameters for food
requirements and access. Methodological and data
revisions are a normal feature of any statistical domain,
and are the result of ongoing efforts to constantly
improve the quality of available data.

In addition, further efforts are needed to more explicitly
incorporate the impacts of price and income shocks into
the analysis.
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... and moving towards a suite of food security
indicators

Notwithstanding improvements in data and methodology,
the PoU indicator alone is clearly not sufficient to provide a
comprehensive picture of the food security situation in every
country. For this reason, a preliminary set of more than 20
indicators, available for most countries and years, has been
identified, including measures of dietary energy supply, food
production, food prices, food expenditures, anthropometric
indicators and volatility. These indicators are presented in the
State of Food Insecurity in the World companion website
(www.fao.org/publications/sofi/en/) to allow food security
analysts and policy makers to make a more comprehensive
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assessment of the various dimensions and manifestations of
food insecurity, and thus inform policy for more effective
interventions and responses.

Plans are underway to expand and improve the indicator
base. To this end, FAO is launching an initiative to create an
"experience-based” food security indicator (similar to the
Latin American and Caribbean Food Insecurity Scale) for a
large number of countries, available on an annual basis. The
initiative is based on a global poll that will monitor food
insecurity based on short interviews. Such an indicator would
ensure timely monitoring of the difficulties that individuals
and households face in accessing food, thus providing a
direct basis for food security interventions.
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Economic growth hunger and malnutrition

Income gr growth and changes in food consumption

Key message

In order for economic growth to enhance the
nutrition of the neediest, the poor must
participate in the growth process and its
benefits: (i) Growth needs to involve and reach the
poor; (i) the poor need to use the additional income
for improving the quantity and quality of their diets
and for improved health and sanitation services; and
(iii) governments need to use additional public
resources for public goods-and services to benefit the
poor and hungry.

conomic growth in recent decades has provided
E considerable scope for reducing hunger and

malnutrition. Between 1990 and 2010, real per
capita incomes grew by nearly 2 percent per year globally,

though with major differences among countries and
between decades. Growth rates for all groups of developing

FIGURE 6

Economic growth rates in developing countries have varied significantly by region and over time

Annual growth rates of real GDP per capita (percentage)

countries were more rapid in the 2000s than in the 1990s,
with the most dramatic turnarounds taking place in sub-
Saharan Africa and in Europe and Central Asia (developing
countries only for both groups; Figure 6). The most rapid
growth rates (by far) occurred in East Asia and the Pacific in
both periods. Growth rates for high-income countries slowed
in the 2000s.

In order for economic growth to enhance access to food
that is adequate in quantity (dietary energy) and in quality
(diversity, nutrient content and safety), three key steps are
required. First, growth needs to reach and involve the poor
and provide increased employment and income-earning
opportunities for the poor. Second, the poor need to use
their additional income for improving the quantity and
quality of their diet, water and sanitation as well as on
improved health services. (The role of women is crucial in
ensuring that these spending patterns are realized.) Third,
governments need to spend additional public revenues on
safety nets and key public goods and services such as
education, infrastructure and public health measures.
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FIGURE 7
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Before discussing these key steps in more detail, the
report will first review some broad trends in dietary
energy and nutrition during the past two decades.

¢ Trends in dietary energy supplies

The 2 percent per annum increases in real per capita
incomes between 1990 and 2010 resulted in increased
demand for dietary energy. On average, for the entire
world, dietary energy supplies (DES) increased by about
210 kcal per person per day, or 8 percent (Figure 7).
The increase was larger in the developing countries
(275 kcal/person/day) than in the developed countries
(86 kcal/person/day). Across developing country regions,
the largest absolute increases (260 to 270 kcal per day)
were in Asia (where economic growth was most rapid)
and Latin America and the Caribbean, while the
smallest increases (less than 130 kcal per day) were in
Oceania and sub-Saharan Africa (where economic
growth was slow). Figure 8 shows graphically how
demand for energy is greater at higher levels of income.
It also shows how the impact of additional income is
greater at lower levels of income (in which case the
slope of the line is steeper).
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