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Distinguished Guests, Dear Colleagues, Ladies and Gentlemen, 

 

Welcome 

I wish first of all to express my appreciation to you all for coming to join us here in Rome this week to 

participate in the “International Symposium on Food and Nutrition Security: Food-Based Approaches 

for Improving Diets and Raising Levels of Nutrition”.  

 

Role of FAO in food and nutrition security 

The Symposium has been organized by the Nutrition and Consumer Protection Division, one of the 

five Technical Divisions of the Agriculture Department of FAO. The Nutrition Division provides 

leadership, knowledge, policy advice and technical assistance for improving nutrition and protecting 

consumers, thus helping to ensure that agricultural development is accompanied by enhanced 

access to food and that improved food availability translates into better health and nutritional well-

being of populations.  

 

FAO’s role in achieving food security and alleviating and preventing malnutrition is guided by the 

commitments set forth by the International Conference on Nutrition (1992), the Rome Declaration on 

World Food Security and the World Food Summit Plan of Action, which were adopted at the World 

Food Summit (WFS) in 1996. At the World Food Summit, governments pledged to work towards 

eradicating hunger. As an essential first step, they set a target of reducing the number of hungry 

people by half by 2015 which was amended to become MDG 1 at the UN Millennium Summit in 2000. 

More recently, the L’Aquila Joint Statement on Global Food Security in July 2009 and the Declaration 



 

 

adopted by the Heads of State and Government at the World Summit on Food Security held in Rome 

in November 2009, called for a renewed commitment to take action towards the sustainable 

eradication of hunger and malnutrition at the earliest possible date and to set the world on a path to 

achieving the progressive realization of the right to adequate food in the context of national food 

security. Although headway has been made and some striking success stories exist in individual 

countries and communities, current data indicate that progress is too slow and much remains to be 

done. 

 

Magnitude of hunger and undernutrition 

The combined effects of prolonged underinvestment in food, agriculture and nutrition, the recent food 

price crisis and the economic downturn have led to increased hunger and poverty, jeopardizing the 

progress achieved so far in meeting the MDGs. FAO estimates that the number of hungry people fell 

slightly over the previous year to 925 million people. However, this is higher than before the food and 

economic crises of 2008–09 and higher than the World Food Summit in 1996. Asia and the Pacific is 

the region with the most undernourished people (578 million people), while the proportion of 

undernourished people remains highest in sub-Saharan Africa, at 30 per cent. 

 

 

International governance of nutrition 

It is partly a consequence of the recent food crisis and the impact of the economic downturn that led 

to/prompted the increased attention now being given nutrition. National governments and the 

international community have repeatedly called for actions to be taken to improve the governance of 

efforts to end hunger and for nutrition to be better integrated into food security policies and 

programmes. In response to this call, a number of initiatives have been taken. The Committee on 

World Food Security (CFS), the body that serves as the UN forum for review and follow-up of policies 

concerning world food security, has been undergoing reform to make it an inclusive international 

platform for policy convergence and the coordination of expertise and action in the fight against 

hunger in the world. As part of the revitalization of the CFS, a High Level Panel of Experts on Food 

Security and Nutrition (HLPE-FSN) is being established that will provide scientific and knowledge-

based analysis and advice on specific policy-relevant issues. Active reforms are also underway in the 

United Nations Standing Committee on Nutrition (UNSCN), the UN forum for harmonizing food and 

nutrition policy and for promoting cooperation among UN agencies and partner organizations for 

ending malnutrition. The SCN has recently been included onto the Advisory Group and the Joint 

Secretariat of the CFS. FAO is fully involved in the international governance of nutrition, particularly 



 

 

through the UNSCN, and is engaged in a number of initiatives as an active partner, including the 

REACH (FAO/WHO/WFP/UNICEF Renewed Efforts Against Child Hunger) initiative which seeks to 

join forces at country level and scale-up proven and effective interventions addressing child 

undernutrition, the Comprehensive Framework for Action (CFA) of the UN Secretary-General’s High 

Level Task Force on Global Food Security Crisis as well as the Scaling Up Nutrition (SUN) initiative. 

FAO has strengthened the Joint FAO/WHO Expert Committee on Nutrition that provides scientific 

guidance to Codex, and for improving response in emergencies, FAO is an active member of the 

Inter-Agency Standing Committee (IASC) Global Nutrition Cluster. All these initiatives and renewed 

attention give us hope that the reduction of malnutrition and the elimination of extreme hunger and 

malnutrition are close at hand. 

 

Food-based Approaches 

However, in all these initiatives, FAO is advocating that unless more attention is given to food-based 

interventions that promote dietary diversity and the consumption of nutritionally enhanced foods, the 

goal of ending hunger may not be achieved. We see food-based approaches, which include food 

production, dietary diversification and food fortification, as sustainable strategies for improving 

nutrition. Increasing access to and availability and consumption of a variety of foods not only has a 

positive effect on nutrition but in addition to its intrinsic nutritional value, food has social and 

economic significance which, for those living in developing countries, is commonly mediated through 

agriculture and agriculture-related activities that sustain rural livelihoods. The multiple social, 

economic and health benefits associated with successful food-based approaches that lead to year-

round availability, access and consumption of nutritionally adequate amounts and varieties of foods 

are clear. The nutritional wellbeing and health of individuals is promoted, incomes and livelihoods 

supported, and community and national wealth created and protected. If, and here I borrow from 

Professor Latham, if there is any ‘fiasco’, it is the fact that food-based strategies to prevent 

malnutrition have not yet properly been developed, tested, implemented, taken to scale, and proven 

adequately to solve the dietary deficits of the world’s poorest populations. 

 

 

Narrowing the nutrition gap 

Improving food security may be achieved through narrowing the gap between current and potential 

production yields. Similarly, improving the food-based aspects of nutrition security can be thought of 

in terms of narrowing the “nutrition gap” – the gap between current food intake patterns and intake 

patterns that are optimal in terms of macro and micronutrient content. Narrowing the nutrition gap 



 

 

means improving the quality and diversity of the diet through increasing availability and access to the 

foods necessary for a healthy diet, and increasing the actual intake of those foods. There are multiple 

pathways through which agricultural interventions can contribute to narrowing the nutrition gap and 

these will be discussed over the next three days. 

 

Purpose and overview of the Symposium 

This Symposium is being held at a time when much increased attention is being given to nutrition and 

to the role of food for improving nutrition. Indeed holding this Symposium is a reflection of this 

increased attention and an effort to maintain it and build upon it. 

 

The purpose of the Symposium is to increase awareness of policy makers and programmers of the 

benefits nutrition-sensitive, food-based approaches have for improving diets and raising levels of 

nutrition. Papers will be presented by leading international experts that clearly demonstrate the 

nutritional benefits of food-based approaches and which strongly call for nutrition objectives to be 

incorporated into agriculture, food security, economic and other development policies and 

programmes as the only sustainable way the MDGs can be reached. Opportunities and challenges 

will be identified for promoting nutrition–sensitive, food-based approaches and for enhancing and 

monitoring their impact on food and nutrition in terms of food quality and safety, food consumption 

and diets, and nutritional outcomes. 

 

As mentioned by Mr. Mrema, this Symposium is a part of the preparatory activities leading up to the 

second joint FAO/WHO International Conference on Nutrition (ICN+20) which is planned to be held in 

Rome in 2012, that is, 20 years after the first ICN in 1992. The ICN + 20 will be an opportunity for 

nutrition scientists, policy makers and other concerned stakeholders to assess progress made since 

1992 and make recommendations for further concerted actions to address all forms of malnutrition.  

 

We will start the Symposium with key note addresses from two distinguished Professors who for 

many years have been the principle movers and thinkers in the areas of nutrition and agricultural 

development. They also deserve much of the credit for raising the profile of food and nutrition security 

within international circles and need no further introduction from me. They are Michael Latham, 

Graduate School Professor, Division of Nutritional Sciences, Cornell University, USA and Per-



 

 

Pinstrup Andersen, Ex Director-General of IFPRI and currently Professor of Food, Nutrition and 

Public Policy, Division of Nutritional Sciences, also from Cornell. 

 

Ladies and gentlemen I first give you Professor Michael Latham. 

 


