
 

 

 

AVAILABILITY AND USE OF MAIN STAPLE CROPS 

 

Indicators 

• Changes in production of, stocks of and trade in main staple crops; and 

• Change in domestic use of main staple crops for food, feed (including co-

products), and fuel. 

 

Background 

Main staple crops constitute the dominant part of the diet and supply a major proportion of 

the energy and nutrient needs of the individuals in a given country. Availability of food (see 

definition below), particularly of main staple crops, is one of the four dimensions of food 

security; the other three are: access, utilization and stability. 

� Food availability is defined as the availability of sufficient quantities of food of 

appropriate quality, supplied through domestic production or imports. 

� Food security exists when all people, at all times, have physical, social and economic 

access to sufficient, safe and nutritious food which meets their dietary needs and food 

preferences for an active and healthy life. 

 

Scope and interpretation of results 

These two indicators aim to measure changes in the domestic availability (i.e. production +/- 

stocks - exports + imports) of the main staple crops and in the shares of these crops that are 

used for food, feed and fuel. This level of disaggregation allows one to determine whether 

the production of main staple crops for fuel is ‘additional’ or leads to a reduction in the 

availability of these crops for food and feed.  

 

Developed countries that are major producers and traders of internationally-traded 

commodities and that want to assess the influence of their domestic bioenergy sector on 

global food security should also consider changes in their production of, stocks of, trade in, 

and use of internationally-traded commodities not included among their domestic main staple 

crops. 

Bioenergy production may contribute to an expansion of agricultural land and/or to an 

intensification of agricultural production, resulting in an increase in the production of main 

staple crops. In this case, the availability of these crops for food and feed might remain 

stable or even increase (depending on the share of them used for fuel), unless this increase 

in production is more than compensated by an increase in the exports of main staple crops. 

 

On the other hand, if bioenergy production leads to a reduction in the amount of main staple 

crops available for food as well as feed (due to a reduction in the availability of these crops1 

and/or to an increase in the share of them used for fuel), it is important to ensure that the gap 

between domestic supply and demand (for these crops) is met through imports. If this is not 

the case, the country might become dependent on food aid and/or it could experience food 

insecurity. When assessing the domestic demand for main staple crops, the level of food 
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 This may happen, for instance, if non-staple crops (including non-edible crops) are used as 

bioenergy feedstocks and these crops expand into lands that are suitable for main staple crops. 



 
 

 

2 

deprivation in the country and the related policy objectives and targets should be taken into 

account2. 

 

The production and processing of main staple crops for food and fuel generates primary and 
secondary residues (co-products) that can be used for feed. This should be monitored using 
an additional dedicated indicator currently under development. 

  

Particular attention should be given to changes in the local availability of main staple crops in 

areas that are food insecure or vulnerable to food insecurity. The latter include remote areas 

with limited access to markets, where local availability of main staple crops can be a key 

determinant of food security. 

 

In countries that are particularly large and/or heterogeneous, it would be advisable to 

measure this indicator at the regional and local levels as well. 

 

Methodological approach 

These two indicators allow one to monitor changes in the domestic availability of main staple 

crops and in the share of these used for food, feed and fuel. They can therefore show 

whether the production of these crops for fuel is additional or whether it partly replaces (thus 

reducing) the availability of these crops for food and feed. 

 
A first step in the measurement of these indicators would be the identification of the main 
staple crops in the country3. This can be done by ranking crops based on their contribution to 
the average per capita calorie in-take, with the ‘main staple crops’ providing the highest 
share. If this ranking varies significantly within a country, it might be advisable to consider, in 
addition to the ‘national’ main staple crops, the crops that are particularly important to 
specific regions and/or groups (especially the poorest segments of the population).  
 
As mentioned above, developed countries that are major producers and traders of 
internationally-traded commodities should also consider changes in their production of, 
stocks of, trade in, and use of internationally-traded commodities not included among their 
domestic main staple crops. 
 

Data on the domestic production of these crops should then be gathered. Domestic 

availability will be the sum of domestic production - exports + imports (of these crops). Stocks 

should be considered as well, as they might reduce (if part of the production is stocked) or 

increase (if stocks from a previous year are released into the market) the availability of main 

staple crops during a given year.  

 

                                                
2
 In this context, it is important to consider that, according to FAO’s projections, global food production 

will need to increase by 70 percent by 2050 (compared to 2005/07 levels) in order to keep up with the 
expected growth in the demand for food due to demographic growth and dietary changes. In 
developing countries, in particular, food production should increase by 100 percent  (i.e. it should 
double) during the same period.  
3
 As mentioned above, developed countries that are major producers and traders of internationally-

traded commodities and that want to assess the influence of their domestic bioenergy sector on global 
food security should also consider the internationally-traded commodities that are not included among 
the domestic main staple crops. 
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As mentioned above, the production and processing of main staple crops for food and fuel 

generates primary and secondary residues (co-products) that can be used for feed. An 

additional indicator currently under development will be used to monitor the impact on feed 

availability. 

 

Data and technical skills required 

Data: 
� calorie contribution by crop; 

� production of main staple crops; 

� changes in stocks of main staple crops; 

� exports and imports of main staple crops;  

� shares of main staple crops used for food, feed and fuel; and 

� feed from co-products from production and processing (for food and fuel) of main 

staple crops. 

 

Skills: 

An agricultural economist with an in-depth knowledge of the local agricultural sector and 

markets would be well suited to collect the data and carry out the analysis that is required to 

measure this indicator and to interpret its results. 

  

Data sources and gaps 

FAOSTAT (http://faostat.fao.org/site/291/default.aspx) is a global database managed by 

FAO. It provides time-series and cross sectional data relating to food and agriculture, 

including production and trade of main staple crops, for some 200 countries. FAOSTAT 

provides up-to-date specific data for food and feed (combined). In order to disaggregate 

them and identify the share of main staple crops used for fuel production, it is necessary to 

consult with local stakeholders (including governments). 

 

In addition, in the vast majority of countries, detailed data is available on domestic 

production4, consumption and imports/exports of crops (especially main staple crops). In 

most cases, data is available by region/area. Through this data, combined with expert 

judgment, it should be possible to estimate the share of production used (both nationally and 

regionally/locally) for food, feed and fuel. Alternatively, data can be obtained through 

interviews and surveys. In addition to the national level, the focus should be on regions/areas 

with significant bioenergy production levels and on food insecure and vulnerable 

regions/areas. 

 
As previously indicated, an additional dedicated indicator currently under development 

should be used to obtain data regarding the impact on feed availability from the use of 

primary and secondary residues generated through the production and processing of main 

staple crops for food and fuel. 

 

 

                                                
4
 Estimates of crop production are usually made at district level and then combined at national level. 


