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The big picture

Halving the number of people who suffer from hunger by 2015 – the first 
MDG – is within reach. Yet, 870 million people are still chronically under-
nourished. At the Rio+20 conference, UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon 
launched the Zero Hunger Challenge, envisioning a world of lasting food 
security and no hunger. The world food system, however, faces major  
challenges. 

Extreme weather provoked by global warming makes the task of feed-
ing the world population more difficult as the strain on scarce resources, 
such as fresh water and arable land, is predicted to intensify. Volatile food 
prices, increased biofuel production, and large-scale land acquisition cre-
ate further pressure. At the same time, the world population is estimated 
to reach 9 billion over the next few decades. Meanwhile the global middle-
class is likely to double – causing a growing demand for food. And yet hun-
ger is often labelled the world’s greatest solvable problem. 

Central to this discussion is the need for political will and commitment by 
national governments as well as international bodies dealing with food  
security issues. Food security is indeed on the agenda; but it is necessary 
to frame it differently, in order to include all stakeholders in the  
discussion. 



Truth, justice and post-2015

Richard China delivers both good and bad news about 
the state of the world’s hungry. In the early 1990s,  
1 billion people (23.2% of the world’s population) were 
undernourished. Fast-forward to today, and that per-
centage has nearly halved. Based on this trend, it looks 
promising that the MDG target of 11.6% may be reached 
in 2015, according to the Food and Agriculture Organi-
zation of the United Nations (FAO).  

On the other hand, the number of critically undernour-
ished still remains unacceptably high and, in parts of the 
world, such as Africa, it’s distressing to note that since 
2007 the number of undernourished has risen by 2% 
per year. Meanwhile global food demand is increasing, 
with FAO estimating that 60% more food will be needed 
to feed the poor in 2050. Not to mention that global 
risks for food production are on the rise, due to erratic 
weather, natural disasters, price volatility and market 
threats – all of which is increasing the uncertainty of 
global nutrition and food security.

In marching on towards a new set of post-2015 goals, 
what lessons can we draw form the MDGs? ‘Even though 
the MDGs were important catalysts for bringing about 
global change,’ says China, ‘they didn’t specify means or 
strategies for how the goals were to be achieved.’ Fur-

Richard China

thermore, they did not take into account the threats of 
climate change and the interdependence of the poverty 
and hunger objectives. ‘Hunger,’ he notes, ‘is both a con-
sequence and cause of poverty.’ The new sustainable de-
velopment goals must address the root causes of hunger. 
A new set of goals needs to be ‘pathways to ending hun-
ger’ and FAO believes there is no ‘one size fits all’ recipe 
but several key elements to be addressed. 

Sustainable agricultural growth is often effective in reach-
ing the poor since most poor and hungry people live in 
rural areas and depend directly or indirectly on agricul-
ture for a significant part of their livelihoods. ‘However,’ 

- Hunger is both a consequence and cause of poverty.

- Agriculture and economic growth will not neces-
sarily result in better nutrition for all.

- Trying to eradicate hunger is not only the right 
thing to do; it also has political and economic ben-
efits. A hungry man is an angry man. 

- Hunger and malnutrition is a global challenge and 
the repercussion of inaction will reverberate around 
the world and incur a heavy price for present and 
future generations. 
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warns China, ‘agriculture and economic growth will not 
necessarily result in better nutrition for all.’ A key ele-
ment in sustainable agricultural growth is to target both 
smallholders and women.
Also vital are policies and programmes that address ‘the 
right to food and nutrition’. As an example, China points 
to Malawi and Tanzania, both of which have high food 
surplus-producing areas while, at the same time, also host 
swathes of malnutrition. ‘Emphasis must shift to access 
to food and adequate nutrition,’ says China, ‘including 
an increase in diet diversity, access to safe drinking water, 
sanitation and health services, and education and nutri-
tion in child care.’

China also points to the need for more equitable food 
systems, social protection (such as increasing cash vouch-
ers and health insurance for the most vulnerable), strong 
political commitments form national leadership, an 

increase in public and private investment in rural areas, 
and transparent and inclusive governance. The decline in 
ODA, he also notes, has to be reversed, while innovative 
financing systems need to be developed.

The challenges are complex but a common vision is 
emerging – one that offers a unified, overarching and 
comprehensive agenda. ‘It needs national leadership, 
political commitment, international solidarity, increased 
public-private investment, transparent and inclusive 
governments.’ This seems like a tall order, but, China says, 
‘there is huge momentum behind this agenda; ending 
hunger and malnutrition can be achieved.’ 

Richard China is the Director of the FAO Liaison Office with the 
European Union, and Senior Policy Advocacy Officer with the Asian 
Farmers’ Association for Sustainable Rural Development, (AFA).



Maria Elena Rebagay shares a startling statistic: family 
farms produce 70% of world’s food. In essence, the small 
family farm is feeding the world. It’s no wonder, she says, 
that we need to focus our energies on supporting family 
farming in the sustainable development process. 

Rebagay points to the role of women in household 
health, nutrition and food security. She underlines that 
in Asia it’s mostly women who are in charge of fetching 
water, feeding the family, ensuring indigenous food pres-
ervation and contributing to the solidarity group for food 
reserves.  ‘Women are the front line service providers of 
governments,’ Rebagay says. ‘They are the first teachers, 
doctors, nutritionists and the first to respond to disasters. 
In issues of health, nutrition and food security, women 
are the channels of intervention.’ Yet, despite this crucial 
role, women farmers are often deprived access to land 
and business services. 

The Asian Farmers’ Association for Sustainable Rural 
Development (AFA), Rebagay’s organisation, is engaged 
in a variety of community-based initiatives to support 
family farmers. One such initiative is a system of rice 
intensification which helps farmers produce rice with less 
water – a pressing need as Asia faces water scarcity. AFA is 
also involved in renewable energy through a ‘bio-digester’ 
programme that encourages farmers to use cattle and pig 
dung as a power source. They are also building a small-
scale farmers’ cooperative engaged in sustainable agricul-
ture production, processing, marketing and distribution.

Despite these initiatives, says Rebagay, small farms con-
tinue to face mounting challenges. They are highly vul-
nerable to extreme climate variability, and an absence of 
accurate early warning system leaves them vulnerable to 
drought, flood, pests and diseases. Most have poor insur-
ance plans, or none at all. 

Farmers lack access to and control of productive resourc-
es. Lack of extension services and other support services 
is a major challenge, which discourages young farmers 

- Despite the role that women play in health, nutri-
tion and food security, they’re often deprived access 
to land and business support. 

- If young people don’t farm, who will be putting 
food on our table? 

- Only when civil society can participate, can they 
offer their opinion.

- It is the middle-men who benefit from food 
volatility prices rather than farmers; trade is not a 
sustainable solution for food security.

- When combined with specific policies aimed at 
social protection and well-being of communities, 
family farming represents an opportunity to boost 
local economies.
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from engaging in sustainable agriculture. ‘We’re experi-
encing a declining number of young people engaging 
in agriculture. If young people don’t farm, who will be 
producing food for our tables?’ she asks. 

Rebagay’s formula appears deceptively simple: ‘A key to 
ending hunger,’ she says, ‘is to promote sustainable food 
and nutrition security by small-scale farmers.’  To get 
there, farmers need access to key productive resources, 
public and private investment in small-scale food produc-
tion and, lastly, meaningful participation in governance.
She ends with a promise and a plea. ‘Small scale farm-
ers try to feed the world and care for the earth, but we 
are highly vulnerable,’ she notes. ‘We’re a big part of the 
solution and, if you let us come to the discussion table, 
we can contribute. Together we can build a healthy, just, 
sustainable, caring and sharing community.’ 

Maria Elena Rebagay is a Senior Policy Advocacy Officer 
with the AFA, focuses on the role of the family farmer in allevi-
ating world hunger. 



- The problem of hunger must be part of the wider 
debate on sustainable development.

- Food security isn’t an end; it’s a means to an end. 

- Poverty, hunger and malnutrition are not a problem 
of production, but of distribution and access. 

- Paradoxically, hunger has very little to do with 
agriculture and more to do with political, economic 
and social systems.

- The production challenge has only one huge threat 
to it and that’s the impact of climate change.
How we achieve food security is as important as that 
we achieve it.

- Reaching a production goal is not the same as 
achieving a development goal.

Realising food security 

Lennart Båge 
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Lennart Båge, when discussing the complexities and 
multiple dimensions of achieving food security, relies on 
a definition from FAO’s ‘State of the Food Insecurity in 
the World’ (2001): ‘Food security is a situation that exists 
when all people, at all times, have physical, social and 
economic access to sufficient, safe and nutritious food 
that meets their dietary needs and food preferences for an 
active and healthy life.’ This, however, is only one of some 
200 definitions that researchers and policy-makers have 
proposed as a way of pinning down a concept that, he 
says, should be part of a larger discussion on sustainable 
development. 

Båge concentrates on the linkages between food security 
and hunger alleviation. ‘The problems of poverty, hun-
ger and malnutrition are not one of production,’ he says, 
‘but one of distribution and access.’ Of course, the lack 
of access to food is due to a host of issues such as weak 
governance, conflict, lack of infrastructure, transport, 
storage, waste and many other location-specific factors. 
‘Paradoxically,’ he says, ‘hunger has relatively little to do 
with agriculture and more to do with political, economic 
and social systems.’ 

Båge stresses that how food security is achieved is as 
important as ensuring that food security is achieved. By 
‘how’ he means whether food is produced via big-scale 
industrial farming – as it is in much of Latin America – 
or by way of smallholder agriculture. To see how these 
two modes of farming evolved – and their resulting so-
cietal and political influences – he casts back to the 18th 
and 19th century when streams of immigration flooded 
both Latin America and North America. In the south, the 
feudal system of farming prevailed and large swathes of 
land were given to those closest to the political elite. This 
system created huge inequalities. In the North, the family 
farm was the ideal, which eventually created the founda-
tions of a democratic society. 

Still today, after 200 years, the results of those farming 
principles prevail. ‘The way you organise agriculture – 
especially at a time when a large part of the population is 
engaged in agriculture – will shape society and provide 
the conditions for everything from inclusive economic 
growth to democracy, society’s institutions and, of course, 
food security.’ 

Realising increased food security is dependent upon 
there being systems in place to monitor and measure 
progress in these areas. ‘Food security,’ he says, ‘is key to 
social security.’ 

Lennart Båge is the past President of the UN International Fund for 
Agricultural Development  puts food security into the wider develop-
ment debate.    



The Dag Hammarskjöld Foundation pays tribute to the mem-
ory of the second Secretary-General of the UN by seeking 

workable alternatives for a democratic, socially and economi-
cally just, sustainable, peaceful and secure world.

The United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) is the 
UN’s global development network, advocating for change and 
connecting countries to knowledge, experience and resources 

to help people build a better life.

View the seminar online at www.daghammarskjold.se

This publication is part of a series which summarises some of the key points 
presented during the seminar series. 
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