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Depth of hunger

To DEVELOP LASTING SOLUTIONS to end
hunger, itisimportant to know not
only how many people are hungry but
also how hungry they are. The daily
diets of the 826 million chronically
hungry people in the world lack an
average of 100 to 400 kilocalories,
diminishing their ability to lead an
active life. The greater this depth of
hunger, the greater the susceptibility
to nutrition-related health risks. A
weak, sickly person cannot fulfil his
or herindividual potential. A nation of
weak, sickly people cannot advance.
When the food deficitis very high,

people’'s diets tend to be deficientin
everything, including the carbohy-
drate-rich staple foods - maize, pota-
toes, rice, wheat and cassava - that
provide energy. But where the deficit
is more moderate, people generally
get enough of these staples. What
they lack is the variety of foods -
legumes, dairy products, meat, fish,
vegetables, fruits and oils - that add
other essential nutrients to the diet.
Rounding out their diets is crucial to
health and food security.

Average depth of hunger, by region, 1996-98
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While Asia and the Pacific is home to most of the world’s chronically hungry people, this
graph shows that the depth of hunger is greatest in sub-Saharan Africa. In almost half the
countries in this region, the undernourished lack more than 300 kilocalories per person per
day, on average. By contrast, only 16 percent of countries in Asia and the Pacific suffer such

extreme depth of hunger.

Estimates and projections of
hunger

LATEST ESTIMATES indicate that roughly
826 million people are undernour-
ished - 792 million people in the
developing world and 34 million in the
developed world. Although these fig-
ures represent no change from the
previous reporting period, new pro-
jections for 2015 and 2030 suggest
some progress, even without addi-
tional efforts. By 2015, for example,
the number of undernourished in the
developingworld should falltoaround
580 million. This still lies far short of
the World Food Summit goal of reduc-
ing the number to 400 million. That
goal will not be reached until 2030
according to current projections.

If the goal were applied regionally,
there would be both good news and
bad. South and East Asia would likely
approach the target, while sub-
Saharan Africa and the Near East and
North Africa would probably remain
far behind. Latin America and the
Caribbean would fall somewhere in
between. Asia’s sunnier outlook is
partly attributable to economic
expansion and slowing population
growth in the world’'s two largest
countries, China and India. Sub-
Saharan Africa faces greater chal-
lenges. Most of the world’s poorest
and most conflict-ridden countries
are located here, where prevalence of
undernourishment is high and
prospects for rapid economic growth
limited.



To PINPOINT THE HUNGRIEST SO resources Number and proportion of population undernourished, by region and subregion, 1996-98
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Turkey
United Arab Emirates
Libya
Tunisia
China, Hong Kong SAR
Malaysia f
Saudi Arabia j
Kuwait
Uruguay
Egypt
Chile
Ecuador
Jordan
Algeria
Morocco
Mexico
Mauritius
Costa Rica
Indonesia
Iran
Myanmar
Gabon
Nigeria
Jamaica
Brazil
Suriname
Ghana
El Salvador
China*
Trinidad and Tobago
Paraguay
Colombia
Mauritania
Swaziland
Benin
Cote d'Ivoire
Panama
Gambia
Venezuela
Iraq
Guyana
Peru
Togo
Sudan
Cuba




Nutritional status and vulnerability

Spectrum of malnutrition

Besides not getting enough carbohy-
drates, protein and fat to lead healthy,
active lives, the chronically undernour-
ished also generally lack key vitamins
and minerals. Deficiencies in iron,
iodine, vitamin A and calcium are com-
mon in developing countries and carry
a range of health problems. Obesity is
also increasing, and with it the threat of
serious health risks including heart
disease, hypertension and diabetes.

Profiling vulnerable groups
Vulnerable group profiling is a means
of identifying who in a given population
is hungry and why. One particularly
useful classification is by livelihood. In
Benin, for example, a profiling exercise

suggested that almost half the popu-
lation was vulnerable to food insecuri-
ty and a third was undernourished.

Diets of hungry people

Each of the world’s 826 million chroni-
cally hungry people has a unique situ-
ation and set of challenges. Some are
limited to a monotonous diet of
starchy staples, putting them at risk of
vitamin or nutrient deficiencies.
Others suffer from seasonal varia-
tions in food availability, a problem
especially dangerous for growing chil-
dren. Within a society, certain groups
may be more vulnerable to food inse-
curity, such as nomadic people, or
certain members of the family, such
as women.

Women and nutrition

In households where food security is
precarious, women are often more
vulnerable than men to malnutrition.
Women have higher vitamin and min-
eral requirements in proportion to
total energy intake, and when preg-
nant or breastfeeding, their needs rise
further. One way to assess nutritional
status in women is through the use of
the body mass index (BMI). Charting
women’s BMI can provide information
on their health status and an impor-
tant indicator of pregnancy outcomes.
Women with a low BMI are at higher
risk of childbirth complications and of
giving birth to underweight babies.

Dynamics of change

The dividends of food security

Hunger exacts a heavy toll, not only on
the people without enough to eat but
also on the societies where they live. A
chronically undernourished person has
diminished physical and cognitive abili-
ties, leading to decreased productivity. A
society of undernourished people can-
not progress.

To defeat chronic hunger and poverty,
investments will have to be made in both
people and productivity. Investments will
need to come in the form of education,
clean water and sanitation, health and
social services, as well as in production
and post-production processes to aid
small-scale agriculture.

Thailand: steady reduction in poverty
and malnutrition

The strategy Thailand initiated in the
1980s to boost nutrition and improve
rural development succeeded invir-
tually eliminating severe malnutritionin
children and greatly reducing the num-
ber of people living in poverty. The pro-
gramme was especially effective
because it was community-based, using
volunteers to monitor local families,
providing supplementary feeding of
undernourished children and improving
nutrition education and primary health
carein the community. Besides meeting
the immediate needs of Thailand’s
undernourished people, the pro-
gramme paves the way for their perma-
nent escape from the hungertrap.

Thailand: progress in reducing underweight
in children under five,1982-98
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Cassava research

SINCE ABOUT 1980, Ghana and Nigeria
have managed to slash the prevalence
of undernourishment by more than
30 percentage points, to an impressive
10 percent or less of the population.
Part of the credit goes to cassava. A
boom in production of this nutritious
root occurred during this period,
thanks to research that led to the
introduction of new disease-resistant,
high-yielding varieties, coupled with
policy measures and investmentini-

tiatives. Cassava consumption
increased dramatically from 63 kg to
129 kg per person peryearin Nigeria
and from 126 kg to 232 kg in Ghana.
Cassavais animportant food for the
poor since the roots are an excellent
source of energy and the leaves pro-
vide vitamins Aand C as well asiron
and calcium. Cassava tolerates
drought and poor soils, and can be left
inthe soil for up to three years before
harvesting.

A boom in cassava production in Ghana and

Nigeria helped push undernourishment
down to 10 percent or less of the population.

The way ahead

No ONE CAN DENY that progress towards
the eradication of hungeris too slow.
The number of undernourished people
inthe world remains essentially
unchanged since the 1999 edition of The
state of food insecurity in the world.
This year’s issue moves beyond overall
statistics by pinpointing the groups
most vulnerable to hunger. This refining
ofinformationis animportant tool for
policy makers to focus action and
resources where the need is greatest.
An enabling environment must be cre-
ated that offers a set of choices to help
food-insecure people move beyond the
margin of survival.

The encouraging recent initiatives by
international finance institutions and
donor countriesin relieving poor coun-
tries from debt burden provide an
opportunity to mobilize more resources
forthe fight against hunger.

Estimates of the number of undernourished in developing countries and progress towards

the World Food Summit target
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To chart the progress in the fight against hunger, FAO estimates the number of undernourished at

regular intervals using currently available data. This was done at the time of the World Food Summit
for 1969-71, 1979-81 and 1990-92, and last year for 1995-97. A 5 percent range is calculated above

and below these estimates, represented in the graph by ovals. The red triangles indicate revised

estimates made this year, and a new estimate for 1996-98. The dotted lines represent the projected

estimates up to 2015 if additional efforts are not taken to alleviate hunger, and the trend required to

reach the Summit target of cutting the number of undernourished in half by 2015.
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