
Public Health Nutrition: 12(10), 1685–1686 doi:10.1017/S1368980009991182

Editorial on the occasion of the International Congress of
Nutrition. World hunger: A good fight or a losing cause?

This month, October 2009, is also the occasion of the

International Congress of Nutrition (ICN), held every four

years, this time in Bangkok. The theme of the Congress

is ‘Nutrition Security For All’. Sadly, as with ‘Health For All

in the Year 2000’, this was a title that needed a question

mark, or a qualifying statement such as ‘Reality, Vision or

Fantasy?’ For since the theme of the Congress was fixed,

the current global financial and fuel crises have increased

world food insecurity. More populations and commu-

nities are short of food, more cannot look after their own

family needs, and more are hungry. These linked crises

are reducing the income and the work opportunities of

the poor, most of all, and making their daily food less

accessible and more expensive(1).

Food security has improved in some lower-income

countries, such as many in Latin America and the Car-

ibbean, but the opposite is true in most other countries

and regions. In sub-Saharan Africa, in particular, food

insecurity has worsened by 32 % since 2008. Now over

one billion people worldwide are undernourished, an

increase of 12 % since 2008(1). The consequences are

bleak. Food insecurity is a prime cause of all sorts of other

insecurities: more disease, more displacement and desti-

tution, and more wars.

A global public health crisis

The only realistic attitude to the current world food

security crisis is to realise that global systems of govern-

ance have contributed to the crisis. In the words of

Dr Asha-Rose Migiro, Deputy Secretary-General of the UN:

‘Our system of growing, distributing, and selling food is

not serving us well’(2). And in an address to the Economic

and Social Council in July, this is what Margaret Chan,

WHO Director-General, had to say: ‘The financial crisis is

unprecedented because it occurs at a time of radically

increased interdependence among nations. The con-

sequences have been highly contagious, moving quickly

from one country to another, and from one sector of the

economy to many othersy. Global trends, such as the

industrialisation of food production and the globalisation

of its marketing and distribution, help feed the world. But

these trends have also contributed to a public health crisis.

y. A focus on health as a worthy pursuit for its own sake

is the surest route to that moral dimension that is so sadly

lacking in international systems of governance’(3).

Food insecurity is a problem not because of insufficient

food, but because of inequitable access to food brought

about by international systems of governance. As with

climate change and natural resource depletion, it may

now be time to acknowledge that equitable access

to adequate, safe, nourishing food at a global level is

an impossible dream, or at least a rapidly losing

cause. Dealing with food insecurity now demands radical

new thinking and action. Certainly, tinkering will not

work.

Ban Ki-moon, Secretary General of the UN, has estab-

lished a High-Level Task Force on the Global Food

Security Crisis. Its Comprehensive Framework for Action

(CFA) proposes two sets of actions(4). The first is

immediate. This focuses on meeting immediate needs:

emergency food assistance; nutrition interventions and

safety nets to be enhanced and made more accessible;

among vulnerable populations, smallholder farmer food

production to be boosted; trade and tax policies to be

revised; and the macroeconomic implications to be

managed.

The second set of actions is medium- to longer-term.

These seek to build resilience in the systems that deter-

mine relative levels of global food and nutrition security.

Social protection systems need to be expanded; small-

holder farmer-led food availability growth needs to be

sustained; and international food markets need to be

made more equitable.

Can these ambitious proposals, some of which over-

turn policies that have been active as recently as 2008,

succeed in a world whose resources are draining away?

Are those responsible for governance at all levels, from

global to local, ready to see that equitable food security is

critical, and to act on it?

The moral aspects of food insecurity, hunger and

starvation call for even deeper understanding and action.

For example, global industrial meat production has

grown rapidly in the last 20 years, heavily subsidised by

the governments of rich countries(5). In addition to

draining water resources and increasing greenhouse

gases, industrial meat production also means that most

corn and soya production is used to feed cattle, pigs and

chickens – an extremely inefficient means of producing

food calories, and also a striking irony given our current

food insecurity crisis.

When the World Trade Organization acts to overturn

unfair systems of agricultural support and small and

family farmers have fair access to credit and markets, we

will have begun to address some of the root causes of

world hunger. Production of novel, expensive, nutrient-

enriched foods by global food companies does noty
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Commitment and action

By ourselves, we in the nutrition profession cannot

solve these problems. But we need to be involved, and

we can be part of their solution. We need to see and agree

on the immensity of our responsibilities as professionals

and citizens.

So what to do? On 1 May this year the World Federation

of Public Health Associations adopted its Istanbul

Declaration, on the purpose and place of public health in

today’s world (http://www.wfpha.org). The tone of the

Declaration is emphatic and imperative: ‘Now is the time

for all who affect the lives of others, working in govern-

ment, industry, and in civil society, and as health care

workers, academics, community and faith-based leaders,

and citizens, to affirm the fundamental and elemental

importance of public goods, including public health, and

to assert and practice the basic human values of solidarity,

sustainability, morality, justice, equity, fairness and toler-

ance’. The world public health community is gearing up,

and so must the nutrition community.

Participants at the Bangkok ICN will no doubt leave the

conference in a suitably sombre mood, and rightly so.

As a profession we need to agree that world hunger is

about more than lack of nutrients. The fundamental

issues are about justice and morality. But discussion is not

enough. At the very least, as we suggested in a previous

editorial(6), a position document that will serve as a

backbone for future work – a ‘Bangkok Declaration’ – is

an essential next step for the international nutrition

community to agree.
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