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Abstract 

 
Recent dramatic fluctuations in international food prices have drawn much attention 
to the global food situation and what the future will bring. Can the world feed future 
generations? Can it do so sustainably without reducing the productive capacity of 
natural resources for future generations? What price will future generations have to 
pay for food and will food prices continue to be as volatile as they have been during 
the last few years? What proportion of the future population will have access to 
sufficient food to be healthy and productive and who will be food-insecure and 
malnourished? What action is needed to assure food security and good nutrition for 
all for the foreseeable future? Are there ways to improve the impact of existing food 
systems on food security and nutrition? Without downplaying the importance of 
providing answers to these questions, this paper focuses on how to improve the 
impact of existing food systems on food security and nutrition. 
 
Neither availability of sufficient food, nor household access to it, assures good 
nutrition. The extent to which food access is translated to actual food acquisition and 
improved nutrition is determined by household behaviour and the allocation of food 
within the household. In addition to the nutritional content of the food allocated to the 
individual and the extent to which it matches with needs, the nutrition effect of the 
allocated food depends on the quality of the available water, sanitation, the 
prevalence of infectious diseases and other nutrition-related factors. Therefore, the 
impact of changes in the food system on household food security (access) alone may 
not be a good indicator of nutrition impact. Poverty reduction, or changes in income, 
women’s time allocation, prices and knowledge may likewise be poor nutrition 
indicators. These factors serve as entry points for the food system – nutrition 
pathways, but may not themselves serve as adequate proxies for nutrition impact. 
 
Long term solutions to nutrition problems are not to be found so much in narrowly-
defined, single agricultural projects, but rather in large changes to food systems and 
in the way food systems are managed by the private and public sectors. 
Unfortunately, these are not necessarily suitable for evaluation through standard 
experimental designs using randomized treatment and control groups. However it 
would be grossly misleading to conclude that such changes in agriculture policies 
and food systems do not influence nutrition. If policies and programmes aimed at 
changing food systems are to offer opportunities for significant nutrition improvement, 
they need to address the underlying determinants of nutrition problems. Several 
characteristics of contemporary food systems likely to influence the nutrition of 
current and future generations are identified and discussed. These include  



 

 

fluctuations in food production and availability as affected by the degree of 
transmission of international prices to domestic markets, and the influences of 
climate change, speculation, oil prices and biofuels, incomes, prices, knowledge and 
women’s time allocation. Understanding these multiple pathways through which the 
food system affects human nutrition and how they operate is essential to better 
design agricultural and other food system policies that can improve nutrition. Whether 
such opportunities are captured will depend on possible trade-offs with the 
achievement of other development goals as well as policy goals and political factors. 
 
Nutritional improvements should be mainstreamed and integrated with other food 
system goals. Trade-offs between achieving nutrition goals and other goals should 
be identified and considered in both private and public policy priorities; as should win-
wins. Governments, consumers, farmers and other food system agents should be 
informed about these potential win-wins as they appear locally, nationally and 
internationally and governments should aim to move private goals closer to social 
goals through incentives, regulation and knowledge. 
 


