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I.
GENERAL INFORMATION

Duration: 

from 10.11.2010 to 23.11.2010
Number of Contributions:
42
II.
INTRODUCTION OF THE TOPIC

My name is Mark Gibson I am a mature PhD student studying food security issues and how people get to grips with the phenomenon. I am also contracted to write a book on food security to be published Oct 2011. My research revolves around the following:

After many years of research, there still exists confusion and lack of consensus over conceptualising and dealing with the problems of Food Security. Many stakeholders lack a fundamental understanding of the complex interplay and multi-dimensionality of factors. This has been attributed to food security’s complex nature which is further exacerbated by its cross-sectoral and multi-disciplined roots (Maunder 2006; SOFI 2008). It is this complexity, suggests Maunder, that in essence is both the cause of much misunderstanding and the barrier to any real consensual solution. As a consequence finding solutions is fraught with subjectivity, ill-conceived policy and regional and institutional variation. The aim of this ongoing research is to evaluate extant consensus and to introduce a new conceptual framework that will help consolidate competing or poorly defined concepts into one overarching construct. My study comprises a review of food security issues and philosophies over the last century before embarking on an analysis of present day conceptologies, frameworks and definitions. Some of these paradigm shifts have been logical and progressive while others seem to have been the epiphanous realisations of individuals. Any real solution then suggests a framework of understanding that draws on all the disparate disciplines into one overarching construct, one that does not compete but rather complements existing concepts. The questions I am seeking to resolve include: 

1) Do the current FAO, US and other definitions of food security adequately serve the modern notion of food security?

2) As well as the accepted notions of Availability, Access, Utilisation and Stability, are there any other fundamental constructs that could be further added to improve the holistic understanding of the concept?

3) With regards to food security frameworks and models, particularly the diagrammatic types (DFID livelihoods; FIVIMS food security; FAO livelihoods etc.):

· are these easy to understand, do they portray a good idea of the concept?

· are there any common or recurring errors, omissions or ambiguities?

· if you could improve on any of these how would you do so?

4) Is there sufficient understanding of the concept of food security:

5) Is there one website or book to read? That teaches all about food security in a simple intuitive fashion?

I would like to use the insight I gain from your co-operation in both my PhD and the book. I certainly appreciate your assistance on this and thank you all in advance.

Many thanks

Mark Gibson

Manchester Metropolitan University

United Kingdom

III. LIST OF CONTRIBUTIONS

Contribution by Denise Melvin from FAO, Italy
Hi Mark

You asked: Is there one website or book that teaches all about food security in a simple intuitive fashion?

I would like to recommend the FAO e-learning course called Food Security Concepts and Frameworks

It is available at: 

http://www.foodsec.org/DL/dlintro_en.asp (English)

http://www.foodsec.org/DL/dlintro_fr.asp (French)

I have used the course to train media professionals (thus, non experts) to write about food security successfully.

Other guides I find useful:

1. The PANOS guide : Ensuring a food secure future

http://www.panos.org.uk/?lid=29009 (click on the pdf to get the full guide)

2. The InWent Manual: Achieving Food and Nutrition Security. Actions to Meet the Global Challenge. 

http://www.inwent.org/E+Z/content/archive-eng/11-2005/media_art2.html
Cheers

Denise

Response by Mark Gibson, topic raiser

Hi Denise thank you for that I have already taken those courses you mentioned and I found the websites you offered very interesting - thank you

Mark

Contribution by Kwaku Agyemang from FAO, Zimbabwe

Dear All,

Mark starts by asking if there could be additional pillars or dimensions outside of the 4: Accessibility, Access, Utilization and Stability. That is to say the Elements often used in frameworks. But in point #4 he asks 

Is there sufficient understanding of the concept of food security?. While I cannot for now propose another pillar I can say without doubt that in many cases people associate food security issues with cereals and starches and less with livestock products and even fruits and vegetables. If Mark is interested in lower stream issues such as the forgotten issues of nutritional security as provided by livestock products, and feed and seed security as they relate to food security I can share a paper with him.

Kwaku Agyemang (PhD)

FAO Sub-Regional Office for Southern Africa, Harare
Response by Mark Gibson, topic raiser
Hi Kwaku

thank you, Yes indeed I would be interested and I do not consider such issues as low stream so to speak although I am surprised to hear you say these are less considered than cereals and starches. This is the first time I have heard this as my experience has led to me to all aspects within the food security arena. It would be interesting to hear what your paper offers on this view. Feel free to forward this.

Thank you Kwaku

Mark

Contribution by Jean-Charles Le Vallee from Canada

Hi Mark,

I am quite familiar with the challenges you speak of Mark. For instance, as the former National Coordinator for the Food Security Bureau of Canada, I had many difficulties in getting buy-in if any across departments and members of parliament. As a senior lecturer in various universities I have found a large gap in awareness and understanding of food issues in general, let alone food security. As the Food Security Guide for the Development Gateway for seven years, I also managed a large community of over 10 000 members in 126 countries. Divergence in agreement on food security was quite large. In Canada, FAO/SOFI figures will show no food insecurity yet Health/Statistics Canada will show 10-15% food insecurity. Different definitions and methodologies. I have worked on Inuit food insecurity in the Arctic. Levels of food insecurity reach 80-90% in some communities. Very similar to very impoverished rural areas of sub-Saharan Africa I have visited. It was the same when I worked as a World Bank Economist, with local communities and municipalities, and when I pursued my PhD thesis on food system resilience in Belize. FAO figures showed 4% food insecurity levels while the Belizean poverty assessment showed 11%. In fact, the nation's food and nutrition security policy figures range from 33% to 54%. Hidden malnutrition is mainly ignored except for energy. Food security is often misunderstood as food safety. In French, we should say 'salubrité des aliments' or 'sûreté des aliments' for food safety, not 'sécurité alimentaire'. The private sector, journalists, government officials and the public often make this mistake. I have worked with civil society, the U.N., the CGIAR, national governments and the private sector, they all have different perceptions. I attended a talk by Dr. David Nabarro (U.N. Special Representative on Food Security and Nutrition) last month. He showed a box of the four food security pillars which unless you work in the field, the audience had little time to appreciate. It is one example of an overarching construct but requires time to be sold. I have been defending it since 1996. It is not easy. You are also in a way competing with food sovereignty, the right to adequate food, resilience/vulnerability, sustainable livelihood and other camps. Your overarching construct will need to look at these. Within food security alone, IFPRI found more than 200 definitions and 450 possible indicators. I have found this to be true in research and on the ground. 

I am glad to see the renewed interest in food security although it is mainly due to food price increases or food safety scares; there has always been a food crisis. I am also finding there is a new desire to broaden the discussion of issues involving a more comprehensive food system-wide examination. I am hoping your book is an opportunity to use a food systems approach to assess local and global issues in an inclusive process. Such a process can bring to the table a broader array of interests and voices, many of which are not typically asked to be involved in food security. For the process to be comprehensive and participatory, we need farmers, fishers, consumer groups, anti-hunger advocates, food bank managers, labour representatives, members of the faith and ethnic communities, indigenous groups, food processors, food wholesalers and distributors, food retailers and grocers, chefs and restaurant owners, officials from farm organizations, community gardeners, academics e.g. involved in food policy and law, local and national officials involved in agriculture, economic development, inspections, education, human services, immigration, health, transportation, legislators, MPs/MPPs and municipal officials. I am sure to have omitted a few.

Food policy is a nation-building exercise. One I have found many nations lack such a policy (including Canada). It will help us with risk management, short-term emergency preparedness, and better prepare and react to food safety scares such as BSE and avian flu. There are many misconceptions and over-reactions. I reckon such an exercise will clear the confusion between food safety and food security. We need better analysis on commodity prices and outlook. We need to further understand the contributions/impacts from other sectors including organic foods, biotechnology/GMOs, regulation, labeling, waste and environmental sustainability. Obesity and other nutrition related non-communicable diseases should be considered as food insecurity (half of all Canadians are overweight and obese). Food security requires we discuss fiscal policy, monetary policy, exchange rates, employment, inflation and interest rates. They are part of food security and food policy. So are gender and intra-household allocation issues, coastal communities, water and natural resource management, land policy (anything non agriculture is often omitted in food security discussions). Real incomes are lower than they were 25 years ago. Poverty reduction is germane to resolving food insecurity; pensions are in question, disappearing, retirement savings rates are low. We need more coverage on the application of the right to adequate food, social marketing, social assistance, social protection/safety nets, and systemic food security monitoring and evaluation would be good. If we agree 36 000 people die every day of hunger, that is equivalent to the tsunami figure every week. The Americans alone have put over US$8 trillion or more into the current (non-food) 'crisis'. At $25 billion per year to end world hunger, according to FoodFirst Institute, that would mean we could end hunger for over three centuries.

For a philosophical slant, I reckon current food systems abroad and in Canada present us with many moral challenges that undermine our welfare, and dignity, while persistence of food insecurity in its many shapes and forms are avoidable. Food ethics for the food industry seems to have limited itself to some extent to reliance and dependence on labeling practices and self-regulation. Efforts to broaden their responsibilities is welcomed. I fully support moral globalization, following a global ethic ensuring a minimal commitment and obligations to meet the basic human needs and rights for all, such as security, liberty, education, good health, care, unimpaired physical and mental work, shelter, clothing and other subsistence, among which sufficient and adequate food is a precondition to welfare and public health, and first among human needs, wants and rights. We, as food providers, and members of societies, communities, households, governments, businesses and corporations, 1) cannot be beneficiaries at the expense of others, and 2) must take action to prevent coercion and deception in food systems. As Kant exclaims: we are not means but we are ends. 'La faim justifie les moyens' as I argued in the French magazine Planète humanitaire. We need benevolence. We should not only eat to live but live to eat. We are all food systems agents of change. Every purchase is political and a vote. We also need political and corporate will to achieve the greatest change in food systems. For food paradigm shifts, you might want to read Food Wars by Lang and Heasman. 

Hope this is useful. Good luck with your thesis and book. 

Kind regards,

Jean-Charles Le Vallee, PhD

Response by Mark Gibson, topic raiser

Hi Jean-Charles - what can I say - thank you so much for your valuable input you raise some very interesting and fundamental issues. Perhaps the first and most basic confusion with food security novices, and it seems you have had similar experiences is the idea that food security is little more than a proxy for food safety. It is something I have had to address on more than one occasion. 

You also make a good point about the differing methodologies that result in different findings. Svedberg, Maxwell and other long time reviewers provide numerous instances of methodological blurring so to speak and there seems little sign of consensus on the horizon. This of course is mitigated by triangulating the problem but it also means that in order to gain even just a respectable knowledge of the concept one has to be extremely well read in a wide variety of disciplines.

Regarding the widening of the debate - it would indeed be interesting to see where this takes us. Already the modern notion seems to encompass such wide societal ideals of sustainability, environmentalism and poverty to name just a few. In short it seems the food security arena could almost become proxy for the wider human rights debate.

One point that I find particularly unhelpful in the general literature is the notion that modern food security was borne out of the 1970's. This idea seems to put blinkers on people's perception of the evolution of the concept and I find it counter productive to an overarching view. Indeed in my research I have found numerous examples of the modern incarnation of food security going back even beyond the League of Nations to the 19th Century. In the book I also take a wide and sweeping approach to food security grounding the modern understanding in historical evolution. Some might see this as gratuitous yet I have found it a very helpful process. In this endeavor I make a cursory examination of the modern notion of food security before embarking on its historical underpinnings. After this a modern sectoral analysis helps with a re-evaluation of the initial cursory examination adding another deeper layer of understanding. The aim of the book is not so much to propose solutions, simply to present a dedicated and detailed understanding of the concept that encompasses all aspects of the phenomenon from moral and philosophical perspectives to practical scientific understanding and from environmentalism to macroeconomics. 

I agree that any solution needs to be inclusive, inclusive of all people, disciplines and ideologies. The debate too is not an abstract exercise, solutions have real consequences for the health and vitality of our continuing heritage. 

I thank you Jean-Charles for your input, I thoroughly enjoyed reading it and once again you have raised some very interesting points

Mark

Contribution by Helga Vierich-Drever from Canada 

Well Mark, from the point of view of human survival on this planet, this is the single most important concept that anyone, anywhere, could ever tackle. a wonderful mentor of mine while I was doing my doctorate once told me that if  you wanted to do important research, you have to ask important questions.  And you are doing that. With bells on.  

Given the seriousness of this matter, it deserves serious thought. Luck is with me here, in that I have already thought about this for the past thirty years, as my grounding was in subsistence ecology (anthropological fieldwork among hunter-gatherers, horticulturalists, and pastoralists, as well as working for an international crops research organization, where my job title was Principal Anthropologist for Africa). 

I suggest you add a dual dimension to your study, although not necessarily another point to your list.  This is not a conventional policy-oriented dimension; it is, however a scientific and paradigm-altering one: evolutionary ecology.  specifically it will place the issue of food security into a holistic framework that references not only the evolutionary process implicit in the time dimension, but also the fact that human economic activity takes place within a complex life-supporting planetary ecology. 

What this does, very specifically, is force policy to address not only population density as a key variable, but also to include systems analysis on a scale not usually attempted in analysis of food security issues within the FAO. ( By the way, to activate any of the links below, just click on the first letter of the link and go to the item link that appears in the box).

Ester Boserup (see http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ester_Boserup) wrote a book some years ago (1965), called The Conditions of Agricultural Growth: The Economics of Agrarian Change under Population Pressure.  It was a brilliant analysis of the evolutionary relationship between food needs and agricultural intensity.  One of her hypotheses is that long fallow systems (in dry land farming systems) are vulnerable to failure as population density increases, given that village territory is unusually limited. As the food needs rise, more of the forest must be cleared and cultivated each year, until the point is reached when the fallow period is so shortened it cannot restore full fertility. Then even more land must be cultivated each year, and eventually land remains cleared and in cultivation permanently save for short periods of grass fallow when it might be turned over to grazing.  At this point, however, inputs of manure and minerals must begin to enter the system, making the keeping of domestic livestock and the recycling of human waste and offal mandatory parts of the system. The use of animal traction and wheel carts at this point becomes cost effective. Furthermore, to deal with the weed invasion that always accompanies this intensity of soil disturbance, clearing the land increasingly requires labour input, and at this point, animal traction to pull ploughs becomes a worthwhile investment.  At which point the shift from long fallow horticulture to intensive agriculture is complete. 

However, such systems are extremely vulnerable to decreased food security after this point. For one thing, the amount of food derived in long fallow systems from the forest and bush fallow parts of the village territory is significant.  In intensive agricultural systems, this falls to a very small percentage of total calories.  Poaching on neighbouring territories leads to increased conflict, as do disputes over exact boundaries. A crop failure can be catastrophic; so, to a greater extent than most horticultural systems, agricultural ones are often driven to a level of production conducive to higher levels of surplus, which is generally stored in special granaries managed by lineage heads, village headmen, clan chiefs, or (depending on the nature of the polity that has developed locally) some more centralized state leadership, such as a king, emperor, or governor.  These stored surpluses may be distributed, in fact at all levels along such political levels by means of systems of taxes, levies, and tariffs.  

It may seem obvious surplus production had its origins in providing food security.  However, since the foraging systems under which most human cognitive evolution took place were extremely secure, and were generally run on an internal logic where high mobility and reciprocal access to territory and resources tended to offset local shortages, planning for eventual famine by storing and even hoarding surpluses was a fairly late cultural innovation, as was crop and animal domestication.  It arose not because of deficiencies in the food supply afforded to hunter-gatherers but rather from the occasional opportunistic excesses and overshoot that the very security of the this economic system made possible.  Hunter-gatherers are not still engaged in this way of life because they are isolated, live on marginal lands, or are ignorant about the fact that seeds will grow if planted. They do it because it is the most energy efficient system where population density is low enough and there is an intact natural ecosystem. 

Once established, the coexistence of managing elites and food surpluses has almost always been problematical since it is always tempting  to turn all those stored calories to other uses, of course.  Trade of food stuffs for other commodities not locally available is one obvious one, as is the support of a market economy generating urban populations productive of things other than food, for instance. (Hence the growth of cities, indeed, "civilization".  However, failure to fulfill the obligation (implied by the entrusting of certain persons with management such surpluses) to feed people during famines or other calamities often results from the imbalances in power between the countryside and the city, especially at more complex levels of socio-economic integration, usually to the detriment of the rural poor (see for example Human Evolution and the Origins of Hierarchies - Print View - Academic and Professional Books - Cambridge University Press; Johann Hari: How Goldman gambled on starvation - Johann Hari, Commentators - The Independent; Global food crisis forecast as prices reach record highs | Environment | The Guardian; Famine as commerce: Africa's tragedy DEVANDER SHARMA / AgBioIndia 6aug02; but also The City that Ended Hunger :: Belo Horizonte, Brazil.)  Hence the occasional revolution and the all too frequent problem of rural starvation. Elites rarely starve, but tend to pay a lot more attention to urban starvation because the chances of violent overthrow are far greater, just given the numbers involved.

There is another book I would recommend to your attention: William Catton's Overshoot: the ecological basis of revolutionary change  (see http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/William_R._Catton,_Jr), published in 1980, is well worth a look. It is a bit frightening, though. His analysis indicates that the use of fossil fuels - especially in agriculture - has permitted the human population on this planet to overshoot the long term carrying capacity of this planet.  The overshoot is not trivial - it is spectacular and ominous.  

A bit of background: as you know, the Green Revolution was based based on more than higher yielding varieties - it was also based on mechanization, the use of chemical fertilizers, herbicides, fungicides, and pesticides, and improved agronomic practices.  Almost all of these were made possible by the availability of ever-increasing amounts of cheap oil and natural gas.  Natural gas is the base stock for most chemical fertilizer, and oil is not only what powers the tractors and combine harvesters, it also is transformed into the various chemicals in herbicides, pesticides, fumigants, and fungicides.  Even GM crops are not more productive than previous varieties, they are merely more efficient in that they require fewer inputs (until the weeds and insects evolve resistance, which will not take very long).  And they are just as dependent on chemical fertilizers and steady water supply as conventional commercial varieties. And they have other drawbacks, apparently (see Argentina's Roundup Human Tragedy; Mad Soy Disease Strikes Brazil; The GM genocide: Thousands of Indian farmers are committing suicide after using genetically modified crops | Mail Online; Genetically modified brinjal unsafe; "Eat GMO Food Or STARVE!" 14 Million Facing Starvation Unless Governments Accept GMO Food Aid MANOAH ESIPIU (Johannesburg) Reuters 28jul02, Large concentrations of GM DNA found in soil food web). 

I'm not knocking the Green Revolution. Not only has increased food supply worldwide mitigated famine and starvation for the past seventy years, it has also contributed to improved living standards and was one of the factors that generated unprecedented levels of prosperity, and permitted the survival of many children that would otherwise have died, and contributed to an exponential increase in human numbers, and a vast increase in urbanization.  

However, like any creature, humans tend to increase to the limits of their current food supply.  It seems unlikely that human numbers will stabilize until the economic costs of having more children will overcome the powerful evolutionary drives encouraging parents to have as many as they can. This, along with the emancipation and education of women, and the increased availability of safe and convenient birth control, will then likely begin to brake population growthand lead to eventual contraction, as is currently happening in countries long industrialized and urbanized.

The first question is whether this  is likely to happen fast enough to prevent the degradation of our planetary resources past critical limits for replenishment - a very real issue for things like soil, water, marine creatures, and forests.  Many are beginning to fear that the answer to that question is negative (see Revisiting The Limits to Growth: Could The Club of Rome Have Been Correct, After All?; Book Bytes - 92: Civilization’s Foundation Eroding | EPI; BBC News - Sting in the tail of farming revolution; Where Has All The Water Gone?: Scientific American; U.N. report: Eco-systems at 'tipping point' - 

 HYPERLINK "http://CNN.com" \t "_blank" CNN.com; World's rivers in 'crisis state', report finds; Groundwater depletion rate accelerating worldwide; YouTube - Sylvia Earle: How to protect the oceans (TED Prize winner!); Jeremy Jackson: How we wrecked the ocean | Video on TED.com; Ending the oceans' 'tragedy of the commons'; Ocean Acidification | Renewable Energy Business Consulting and Investment Services; Peak soil: it's like peak oil, only worse | Energy Bulletin; Environmental and Economic Costs of Soil Erosion and Conservation Benefits -- Pimentel et al. 267 (5201): 1117 -- Science; The Anthropik Network » Agriculture: Demon Engine of Civilization; SpringerLink - Environment, Development and Sustainability, Volume 3, Number 1; Soil food web - opening the lid of the black box | Energy Bulletin; Ecology in the Underworld -- Sugden et al. 304 (5677): 1613 -- Science; Conventional plowing is 'skinning our agricultural fields'; agricuture unsustainable - Blog - John Feeney; Biodiversity conservation and agricultural sustainability: towards a new paradigm of ‘ecoagriculture’ landscapes — Philosophical Transactions B; Chinese soil experts warn of massive threat to food security - 

 HYPERLINK "http://SciDev.Net" \t "_blank" SciDev.Net.

What concerns Catton more immediately, however, is the imminent peaking and decline of fossil fuels.  At the time he was writing, there was still a lot of speculation about this, with most observers situating the problem comfortingly far into the 21st century. Today, the consensus has changed.  Even the IEA has now warned that we are at peak supply conventional (cheap sweet crude) oil, and that anticipated declines will rang above 6% per annum into the foreseeable future (IEA: ‘cheap oil is over’ as demand approaches new record.  (See also Oil will run dry before substitutes roll out: study; The Imminent Crash Of The Oil Supply: What Is Going To Happen And How It Came To Pass That We Weren’t Forewarned, Peak Oil News and Message Boards | Exploring Hydrocarbon Depletion; 'Peak Oil' and the German Government: Military Study Warns of a Potentially Drastic Oil Crisis - SPIEGEL ONLINE - News - International, The Oil Drum: Europe | Global Oil Supplies as Reported by EIA's International Petroleum Monthly for September 2010; The Oil Drum: Europe | Global Oil Supplies as Reported by EIA's International Petroleum Monthly for September 2010) And, just in case you are wondering, there is no scientific evidence for so-called abiotic oil).  What this means for food production by means of industrial food systems is devastating (see for example A Farm for the Future.) So, in the ned, there are a number of reasons why However there are a number of reasons why this dependence on fossil fuels is now problematic.  Worse, oil is not the only nonrenewable resource we are drawing down at alarming rates: see for example Hot political summer as China throttles rare metal supply and claims South China Sea - Telegraph; Diminishing phosphorus threatens world's agriculture - SciDev.Net; Calculating Agriculture\'s Phosphorus Footprint - Environment - an eLab Article at Scientist Live; Peak P? Phosphorus, food supply spurs Southwest initiative; Mining the Truth on Coal Supplies.

  

You will no doubt be keenly aware by now that all of this is enough of a looming issue quite without even touching upon the far more publicized crisis we foresee as a result of climate change, which in turn is of course, another consequence of all this burning of fossil fuels!

Mark, I hope this is useful to you.  I hope I have not merely bored you with a recapitulation of material you have already covered in your own work. I am writing today merely off the top of my head, since the moment I saw your appeal I wanted to indicate my interest and support for the discussion you hoped to initiate.  Issues of population density and of the evolution of agricultural systems are not often included in policy-related discourse even now, and i feel this is a serious oversight.  We will fail to have any long term food security as a species on this planet unless and until we tackle incorporate long term ecological impact of population density increases into our models.  

Regards, Helga

 

Additional resource: The Canadian International Food Security Research Fund; Prolinnova - Promoting Local Innovation; Food Security & Agriculture - news, analysis, facts & resources - STWR - The Right to Food; Council For Responsible Genetics Blog | Global Food Security Act, S.384, to give $billions to Monsanto, other GMO producers;  Lost Crops of Africa: Volume I: Grains; A Rock Dust Primer - Remineralize the Earth; Camas Permaculture; CGIAR Home; FORA.tv - Rethinking How to Feed The World; Food and Population | Energy Bulletin; African women farmers, an untapped goldmine - Afrik-news.com : Africa news, Maghreb news - The african daily newspaper; Soil fertility key to African green revolution - 

 HYPERLINK "http://SciDev.Net" \t "_blank" SciDev.Net; BBC News - Nature loss 'to damage economies'; Organic Farming Can Feed The World, Study Suggests, Does a Country's Dirt Determine Its Destiny? - ScienceNOW, The Anthropik Bookstore - The Last Hours of Ancient Sunlight: Revised and Updated: The Fate of the World and What We Can Do Before It's Too Late; The Anthropik Bookstore - Ecological Intelligence: Rediscovering Ourselves in Nature; Earth At Risk with Derrick Jensen, The Anthropik Bookstore - Farmers of Forty Centuries: Organic Farming in China, Korea, and Japan; The Anthropik Bookstore - Deep Economy: The Wealth of Communities and the Durable Future; 'Balanced' ecosystems seen in organic agriculture better at controlling pests, research finds.... Boomers Take Up the Plow and Open Small Farms | | AlterNet; and just to see how much we still have to learn about ecosystem dynamics, and for fun, have a look at this neat little report: Scientists examine effect of wolves' absence and see an ecosystem 'unraveling'.

Response by Mark Gibson, topic raiser

Hi Helga, no need to apologise your writing is very illuminating and I'll be honest with you I hadn't considered evolutionary ecology and it is one that I shall look into.

I have come across Boserup's book and have read a good portion of it, I found it very well written with sophisticated insight. I would be interested in reading William Catton's Overshoot as the long term carrying capacity is something I have looked at in some detail. 

These are the insights I was so looking forward to thank you for your contribution - It seems my suspicions that food security is indeed a catchall for much wider issues is proving well founded. In light of this it would seem that any single text on the subject (from a holistic perspective) would surely seem inadequate. However it is the challenge I have set myself and one that I am halfway through and still relish. 

Land reclamation as well as land management issues are fundamental to the concept of any sustainable food security solution and it is something I have paid great attention to in my research. Once again thank you for your thoughts Helga

Mark

Contribution by Jan Delbaere from WFP, Rwanda 

Please find my thoughts: 

1) the current FAO (1996) definition of the concept food security is still relevant. The problem is how to translate such a definition in actionable terms to find out for instance "who is food insecure" 

2) I see stability (as in the FIVIMS framework) more as a cross-cutting quality of the 3 dimensions of food security 
3) We're using the WFP framework for EFSA or CFSVA, which is basically merging a livelihoods framework withthe UNICEF nutrition framework (see http://www.wfp.org/content/comprehensive-food-security-and-vulnerability-analysis-cfsva-guidelines-first-edition 
4) that's debatable - in my experience too many people equate food security with availability only 
5) Pls have a look at our CFSVA manual: http://www.wfp.org/content/comprehensive-food-security-and-vulnerability-analysis-cfsva-guidelines-first-edition 
Cheers, 

Jan

Jan Delbaere

Deputy Country Director

World Food Programme (WFP) – Rwanda

Kigali, Rwanda

Contribution by Sophie Treinen from FAO, Italy 

I would suggest the following website: http://www.foodsec.org/
Where can be found many answers to the questions raised by Mark

Regards

Sophie Treinen

Knowledge Outreach

FAO

Response by Mark Gibson, topic raiser

Hi Sophie, 
I often find myself browsing the Foodsec website and as helpful as I have found it I feel it is limited. This for me is a widespread observation where books, publications, websites and esoteric journals claim to be offering a comprehensive view of the subject but ends up falling short. Oftentimes such avenues provide cursory examinations of some aspects while focusing attention on others and all the while completely ignoring yet others too.

For me in my thirst to understand the concept perhaps 4 years ago I trawled through so much literature gathering snippets of information here there and everywhere. In my experience I found much on offer that was contradictory, ill-informed, poorly quoted and on many occasions even wrong. This was the frustration that led me on the path to write the current book. For me food security is first and foremost about understanding the big picture even before we can get into the detail of solutions.

Food security as I came to understand is about poverty and inequality yet these raise further questions. What are the causes of poverty and how does the problem fair against current prevailing economic paradigms with some suggesting liberalised trade as one answer while others admitting this may not be the case. Poverty in turn might at times be exacerbated by structural debt policies of the IMF; poor social infrastructure and lack of human rights. Poverty too is not the only issue. Health, healthcare, water access and sanitation, as well as malnutrition, war, conflict and numerous others. Moreover, the more you dig the more discrepancy you find and in that you come to terms with many of the obstacles that hinder consensus. For me truly understanding these issues means addressing these obstacles, differences of opinions, of methodologies etc. Only then can we truly get to know the true extent of the problem. 

So while a cursory overview is often given, the extent of any consensus or agreed solution can only be measured by getting into the real nitty gritty detail.

I am sure all of this is not new to you yet I still cannot find one source of reference where all of these issues in all of their glorious details can be found.

Thank you.

Mark

Contribution by Binayak Rajbhandari from HICAST, Nepal

Dear Mr Gibson

First, I should congratulate you for choosing this important topic for your PhD thesis. As a PhD student you should have developed your own concept and should have identified the loop holes in the past interventions based on confused policies (based on literature review). I am sure you will do that if yet not finished.

I have also been working on Food Security and Sustainable Livelihoods issues for over decades. And I have come to realise that:

Food is nothing but source of nutrition (nothing new, all of us know that better). But we forget about the nutrients available in the food (daily meals) and end up in quantifying the amount or time of food intake by an individual per day. I would therefore suggest you to keep nutritional quality of food (nutritional intake not the meal) in response to your second question. 

In the developing countries like Nepal, the UN (WFP) effort of transporting food stuffs to the hungry people in remote areas is a failed intervention strategy and practice. The people have developed dependecy; have left the practice of cultivating their indigenous crop varieties, have lost their indigenous crop cultivars (polymorphic population with rich diversity). I should therefore suggest you to think over integrating some approach or policies that empower people (rural poor) to make use of the local resources to earn their bread. That will be sustainable.

And you should also think about the handling and storage of food stuffs that is responsible to degrade the nutritional quality. This suggestion is in light of the focus of the approach to nutritional composition of food items, not only the Branded name or variety. What is the use of eating WFP rice that has no nutrients?? What is the use of eating green vegetables that is loaded with toxic pesticides?? 

I hope you understood my opinion. You can go through some of my articles on food security, sustainable livelihoods and Bio-intensive Faring System which you can find on Google.

Wishing you all the best,

Dr Binayak Rajbhandari

HICAST, Kathmandu, Nepal

www.hicast.edu.np/
Response by Mark Gibson, topic raiser

Thank you for your thoughts Dr Binayak, indeed I do understand the importance of nutritional food as opposed to calorific value and it is high on my list
Mark

Contribution by Joseph Keve from Purpose Group International, India

Dear Mark Gibson,

I hope that my little input does not distract you too much from your chosen theme and the related questions.

When I look around it is not so much the lack of clarity of the concept but the lack of firm decision, will and commitment to the issues/problems of others (mainly the poor people and nations) that we are where we are in finding answers to the questions of food security and hunger. Even if the whole world arrives at a consensus on the understanding of food security, nothing will change till leaders/organisations/nations get down to action with determination and perseverance.

May be you could add a side question as to what stops people from committing themselves to solutions to the issue of food security.

All the best. 

Joseph Keve

Response by Mark Gibson, topic raiser

Hi Joseph, indeed a good point you raise. Gathering the political will is a tough one. I liken this aspect in my book to the early 18th and 19th centuries 'Age of Enlightenment' where it takes a confluence of prominent thinkers, scientific progress and moral outrage to effectively bump start a collective moral crusade. I wonder if the same thing is not happening here where over the last few decades momentum is growing and the forces of change are gathering precipitated I dare say by more than just the food security issues but poverty, inequality and environmental concerns too. I wonder too what it would take to shunt this growing collective into tangible action.

Thanks again

Mark

Contribution by Chris Ramezanpour from the USA

From my experience there is a risk, and an opportunity lost, when food security programs examine and address local/regional food security issues with staple food production solutions that do not adequately take into account the comparative advantage of target farmers to produce different crops/livestock/fruit/nuts that: 

(a) are most suited to their environment and ability; and 

(b) have identifiable market-based opportunities (locally, regionally, or internationally).

 

It is this second-point about a market-based approach that seems at times to be the most challenging to integrate into food security solutions because the strategy can sometimes recommend that farmers grow something they (and their families) cannot eat one hundred percent to guarantee them food security - like watermelons, or cashews, or mangos or chillies - but instead grow to sell and then make more than enough money to buy the food they need instead.  This can be a challenge to farmers who may need new skills to grow a crop, or other assistance to overcome the aversion to risk associated with growing something to sell instead of simply to eat.

 

Basically, food security strategies that keep small-scale farmers at the lowest end of commodity production - i.e. staple food production - that do not explore alternative marketable crops or basic processing opportunities, limit the extent and longevity of their impact when they only aim to raise small-scale farmers to the level of sufficient staple crop producers instead of market-oriented entrepreneurs capable of growing what the market is willing to pay for.  This can be a very tenuous position for these farmers, if they are still mostly just growing to eat, and not to sell, because, one they are still just small-scale farmers, and two, a bad break - like a drought, flood, or sickness in the family that requires them to spend seed or fertilizer money on medicine or a doctor - could send them right back to the level of vulnerability they were in the beginning.  In other words, a non-market based approach can limit the opportunities for the farmers because it may limit the skills they receive and need to be able to make production decisions based on the greatest economic opportunity in the market.  This in turn will limit their ability to save sufficient money to become and remain viable farmers even in less than ideal times, which seem to come all too frequently for small-scale farmers in developing countries.  

 

Non-market-based food security programming also, tacitly and not purposely, can fail to recognize/utilize the land and human capital asset that could provide transformative opportunities in rural development.  I can only speculate as to the reason for this, but it could in part be that the people and organizations designing these programs do not always have a sufficient business background, or sufficient enough experience with agribusiness supply chains, or sufficient enough experience with the local farming community that is the target of their programming.  The result could be a program that is limited in scope, flexibility and strategy.

 

Chris Ramezanpour

Cambridge, MA

USA

Response by Mark Gibson, topic raiser

Hi Chris, thanks for your comments - I agree that many food security programs seem to apply a broad brush stroke of solutions where in fact individualisation might seem more appropriate. I do not know enough about the variety of programs on offer and how they are applied and in what situations but I agree with your principle of comparative advantage.

You also raise good points about subsistence farming versus cash cropping - I think on this point my view would be one of diversification - a little of both would reduce the risk or vulnerability factor whilst also giving the opportunity to provide a certain amount of income - I think the market based approach would also address the issue of small scale farming and entrepreneurship too. However there are caveats, I have read alot about the nature of cash cropping and its market volatility as well as the difficulties in one way trade liberalisation. The answer perhaps would be to encourage more South-South trade where the terms of trade are possibly more balanced.

You have raised some good points Chris and I thank you for your input.

Mark
Contribution by Logan Naiken from Mauritius

Dear Sir,

The estimate of the prevalence of undernourishment is one of the main food security (insecurity) measures used by FAO. I was responsible and directly involved in the methodological development work relating to this measure since the mid-1970's until 2001 when I retired as Chief of the Statistical Analysis Service, Statistics Division, FAO. 

 

Since my retirement I have been concerned about the unresolved issues or controversies that have plagued the FAO measure and therefore have been attempting to find ways to clearly explain and clarify them. To this end I am now in the process of writing an article provisionally entitled as "Issues Relating to the Probability Distribution Framework for the Estimation of the Prevalence of Undernourishment: A Review and Clarification."

I am informing you about the above article in order to inquire whether it would be useful to your research work. I am planning to complete it by the end of the year or in January 2011.

Yours sincerely,

L. Naiken,

10, Volcy Goupille Street,

Beau-Bassin,

Mauritius.

Response by Mark Gibson, topic raiser

Hi Logan 
I am very familiar with your work and it is your insights into the problems of suitable methodologies that inspired me to search out deeper understanding in the topic of food security. I am touching upon this in my book and I watched with interest your parries with the likes of Svedberg and others. I recall reading the proceedings of the 2002 International Scientific Symposium on the measurement problems associated with the prevalence of undernourishment. In fact it wouldn't be wrong to say that reading this provided me with much impetus and inspiration for my PhD and the book.
I would be very interested indeed in your work as it is wholly relevant to what I am doing and I look forward to hearing more.
Thank you
Mark Gibson

Contribution by Charles Teller 

Mark, the two biggest issues I confront in my work in Africa are:
1-Disagreement among key UN agencies over the conceptualization, measurement and data quality over the undernutrition MDG 1b: the sources of the data for FAO's hunger and "undernourishment" are unreliable, and the WHO and UNICEF favourite "undernutrition" indicator (wt for age) is conceptually weak compromise between stunting and wasting, and mixes in overweight. The simplest three-pillar UNICEF framework of FOOD, CARE AND HEALTH is ok at the generalist level and for teaching purposes, but real-world specialists need multi-disciplinary and multilevel models tied into sustainable development approaches.
2-The existing UNICEF and FAO/WFP frameworks are too static, and don't incorporate the shorter-term seasonal and yearly fluctuations in the sequence of events and risks (in transitory food insecurity) that one finds in the Disaster Risk Reduction frameworks (Hyogo, 2005 and UNISDR, 2008. How we understand the dynamic interaction between risks, hazards/shocks and vulnerability on the one hand, and coping, resilience, adaptation and capabilities are important to our planning both short-term and long term food security policies and programs.
Charles Teller
Addis Ababa U. and George Washington U.

Response by Mark Gibson, topic raiser

Hi Charles thanks for your comments. I understand your frustrations about the inherent weaknesses in some of the measurement and conceptualisations of undernourishment. I agree that Wt for age is a less than ideal measure and it might seem that the MDG indicator on this has perhaps oversimplified the task - that said I am not sure which measures would better substitute. I know Naiken and others have been working on improving the FAO measure and how this pans out is yet to be seen.
I wholeheartedly agree about the static nature of existing frameworks although I do know that USAID use several versions dependent on needs. It is also good to see the original DFID livelihoods framework being chopped and changed to suit (which was the intention of the original model). 
I am encouraged to hear you mention multi-disciplined and multiple frameworks - this is something I am currently working on myself.
Thanks again
Mark

Contribution by Sobir, Bogor Agricultural University, Indonesia

Hi Mark,
Four dimensions of food security that mostly mentioned are Accessibility, Access, Utilization and Stability. However, in my opinion these pillars are not match to the food security definition “Food security exists when all people, at all time, have physical and economic access to sufficient, safe and nutritious food to meet their dietary needs and food preferences for an active and healthy life (World Food Summit November 13-17, 1996)” Therefore the 4 pillars should be started from end goal of food security
1. Aimed for active and healthy life, referring to environment and culture
2. Quality, Food safety, nutrition balance, consumption preferences, and utility.
3. Economic access: Distribution, pricing, purchasing capacity
4. Phyisical Access: production and availability
From above view, active and healthy life also main indicator of food security instead of merely on physical dimensions 
Regards 
Sobir PhD (Bogor Agricultural University, Indonesia)

Response by Mark Gibson, topic raiser
Hi Sobir 

thank you for your comments - you are the first person on this discussion to suggest the current pillars are inadequate - it would be interesting to hear others views on this

Thank you again..

Mark
Contribution by Raymond Erick Zvavanyange, Taiwan

My opinion, 
It is possible to get consensus when all stakeholders are involved in the development, implementation, and monitoring phases of the food security projects. I don't know much about the logical approaches (concepts, frameworks, pillars, etc) but my experience with food security projects in Zimbabwe is that when the projects come to an end maybe the end of financial year or otherwise, then the "whole office is no more" There is no place where you can access general reports of the problems, challenges or solution involved in that project. Besides, in food security programs or projects hunger may not rank high given the multiple administrative tasks and functions involved at the expense of actual work in the field. 

Raymond Erick Zvavanyange
Response by Mark Gibson, topic raiser
Hi that’s a very interesting point you raise and one I hadn't considered before - Of course thinking about it now sounds very logical but continuity of oversight of governance at the field level cannot stop just because we have reached a periodic financial end. 
Thank you.
Mark

Contribution by Peter Steele from FAO, Cambodia

Colleagues, 

Food security & more – but in the context of a macro-economy

Great subject for debate and one of the platforms upon which much of international ODA funding is currently being re-constructed – into a host of ventures; usual mixture of some that are logical and some less so. Here we’re currently putting together a long-term strategy for agro-industrial development opportunities in Cambodia. This is a bit like ‘having your cake and eating it’ for the country is green, pleasant, receptive and comfortable, and there is a relatively clean slate available; but the potential wealth and the security that it exemplifies covers just 65% of the population, with the remainder below or hovering around those key poverty indicator levels (with all that means for eating whatever is available and forget the nutritional angle).  The country has come a long way in a really short time, but is impatient to go further with all the ramifications that this has with land use planning, exploitation of natural resources and the role of the private sector. And, importantly, within these kinds of choice is the vision of decision-makers for where they may want to take the country in that short- to middle-term future.  

Sure, this may not immediately link to the conceptual frameworks that are being reviewed by Mark Gibson and others, those in the pipeline and those that have yet to be considered, but consider the contrasts of institutional limitations on the one hand and 14 million people on the other living (with a per capita income of about US$700 – so around that magic poverty indicator of US$2/day) literally surrounded by resources. It’s simplistic to consider this as a rural/urban divide, but that’s how many local people see personal development. The reasoning goes ‘poverty is associated with rural living and only by moving to the towns is it possible to create wealth’. Gain wealth, and you can shift from a diet based on subsistence rice production. Fully 80% of local people live in rural areas and of the order 80% of all cropping land is sown to rice. People can be described as ‘subsistence plus’ – once the food security issues of the coming period have been covered, any surpluses can be sold into local markets. And here there is also a nutritional angle, for people sell their higher nutritionally valuable varieties and purchase lower quality rice. This comes from the urgency to cover immediate costs. The demographic changes are also moving fast, and not least because of the relatively open nature of doing business here, but as a result of the development models available just across borders to the east and west. Focus on the potential for a southern economic corridor linking Ho Chi Min City to Bangkok, and you can appreciate the growth that will follow during the next 30 years. Here is another Asian tiger in the offing, but with the natural resources to go with it; if it can marshal the agri-business resources and then compete with over the border investors. 

So this thing about food security and agriculture; here there is a shift that  goes ‘move rural to urban to regular employment (or at least access to more casual but frequent ways of making money) to wealth to eating regularly (and eating what you would like to eat)’. Nutrition continues to remain largely a negative (for this is a fish/rice community rapidly shifting to a pork/rice one), but therein is the pleasure of ‘living to eat and not simply the eating to live’ when you have that additional income to spend (as has been highlighted in the interesting contribution from JC La Vallee of Canada).

Macro-economic planning shifts the debate from the sometimes theoretical to the practicalities of what people want (or, perhaps, what they think they want). You only have to see this in the main centres with their burgeoning and ostentatious wealth when, five minutes out of town, there is the traditional lifestyles that have always existed. But even here there are changes as mass communication and information flow overwhelm everyone with an interest in the outside world. Where do you draw the line between the safety nets and advisory practices that talk security, best-practices, equality-for-all and more, when the race is on to exploit and gain benefit; and this is visible everywhere. And this is not helped by the largely predatory tourist industries that bring nearly two million people each year. Sure, lots of jobs, etc. by at high cost in social and environmental change.

So, here we are talking ‘agro-industries’ to a largely receptive audience – with many others doing much the same – trying to capture the interests of the small-scale agro-producer linked into a nascent agro-processing sector, whilst the larger-scale investor is shifting rapidly. Come quickly should you want to see the traditional images, for the bullock is going the way of the dodo and the tractor is becoming king; and modern mills are springing up alongside the main highways in the main agro-producer provinces to encourage those same small-scale agro-producers to sell quality goods under contract arrangements. Some models are working well. Large-scale agro-production is still limited to land concessions, but it will eventually extend as rural communities age, the kids drift away, get better educated, and come back as service providers, managers, businessmen/women and more. Then they will create the wealth which will make poverty history; and the challenge will become one of fat people eating sugars, carbohydrates and fats. Some US-sourced fast-food outlets are already here, others are bound to follow - highly popular too. If South Korea can do it in <60 years, why not Cambodia. And probably helped with South Korean investments too. 

The key indicator thus becomes per capita GDP and the race to riches but, as JC Le Vallee shows for Canada, there will always be resilient minority food insecure people (and much higher if the focus people are poorly represented, unable to cope with modern/western lifestyles, isolated and more).

Oh, and one aside. We had an interesting IPC presentation from Rome the other day with the distribution of an IPC ‘Info-Kit’. The IPC website is available at: www.ipcinfo.org. You may want to check this one out.

Salute

Peter Steele

FAO

Cambodia

16 November 2010
Response by Mark Gibson, topic raiser 
Hi Peter

Great post, it is very interesting to hear about the long-term agro-industrial development opportunities in Cambodia. I can understand your frustrations when a country with as much potential still hovers around the $2-a-day income bracket. It is also an interesting point you raise about rural-urban migration and one which I suspect is repeated in many other countries too. As for institutional limitations I cant help but feel the same sense of impatience that I am sure many share. You touch upon the notion that the security debate sometimes boils down to macroeconomic goals and agenda's, particularly of the GDP per capita metric. Like yourself I also feel in isolation this measure simply boils the debate down to economics. You, And JC Vallee both rightly suggest that the attainment of the so called modern western lifestyle, with all its trappings of wealth and choice might at best be an incomplete model and at worst inadequate or simply off the mark. In answer to such implications it is difficult to know or to understand what the right balance of economic and social growth is but what I do feel is important is the notion of a full overarching comprehension of the different aspects you talk of. In this I believe we can all learn a lesson and perhaps re-evaluate what we take for granted or think we know and re-create the food security concept in the image of fundamental social reform.

The potential growth you talk about is encouraging and the threat of exploitation not so. Once again the changing landscape of economic development a la Western brings with it inherent benefits of wealth and human development but you have to wonder at what social and cultural costs.

Very Interesting Peter - thank you

Mark

Contribution by Thilak T. Ranasinghe from Sri Lanka
Dear colleagues of the forum

I like to share news about urban agricultural experiences since the introduction of the concept of the Family Business Gardens [FBG] along with urban agriculture in Sri Lanka in 2000. Being with the concept I wrote a book with the financial support of IWMI/RUAF titled “Low/No-Space Agriculture -cum- Family Business Gardens” which is now available in the web. You can access through the following address:

http://www.iwmi.org/Publications/Other/Manuals/FBG_Manual.pdf
As requested by Mr. Mark Gibson some times the contents and the concept might give simple form of conceptual entrance to the food security too. Hope you may agree with me. Because the concept of the FBG is a flexible, simple and adjustable for the contexts of urban as well as rural settings as I am experimenting by now under rural context so as to build urban-rural continuum in agriculture.

With many thanks and look forward to hearing your comments please.

Dr. Thilak T. Ranasinghe

Consultant/Adviser

Response by Mark Gibson, topic raiser
Hi, first of all thank you so much for your enthusiastic response to the ongoing post. There have been some very interesting points raised that have helped with my research – 

I would like to ask for your further assistance with the evaluation of a model I am working on which can be found here http://typo3.fao.org/fileadmin/user_upload/fsn/docs/Gibson_Frameworkx.pdf.
The model is condensed from an initial mindmap of all the systems involved (I would be happy to forward this on should anyone be interested) – I further used Wand’s Ontological guidelines as well as an evaluate criteria that I condensed from a literature review on modelling to produce a detailed map. From here I simplified the model to reach the final version.

It would be very helpful to gain some feedback on this model either general comments or with reference to the following criteria.

Lastly it would be interesting to see how this model compares to that of the FIVIMS model (http://www.fivims.org/index2.php?option=com_sobi2&sobi2Task=dd_download&fid=17&no_html=1) or any other comparable model.

Thank you once again for all your assistance and I look forward to chatting with you.

Mark Gibson

	Criteria
	Descriptor
	Question
	Scale

	Comprehensiveness
	Comprehensive to support any claims - adequately achieve its stated aims
	A. Is the model reflective all the aspects of food security; access, availability, utilisation & stability?

B. how many of the constructs are clearly present (not ambiguous)?
C. The framework is fully comprehensive of the food security definition.
	No  1 2 3 4 5 Yes

None 1 2 3 4 5 All present
agree  5 4 3 2 1 disagree

	New or Novel
	Is this model new or a Novel in any way?
	D. Is this model introducing new insights into the food security definitions?

E. The framework does not bring anything new to the concept

F. Is the model redefining relationships?
	No 1 2 3 4 5 Yes

agree  1 2 3 4 5 disagree
No 1 2 3 4 5 Yes

	Selectivity
	Logical variable choices
	G. Are the relationships between the entities clear?

H. Are there any entities that seem non-relevant?

I. The model’s variables are not clear
	No  1 2 3 4 5 Yes

No 5 4 3 2 1 Yes

agree  1 2 3 4 5 disagree

	Specificity
	Clear and precise -delineating the extent of the models coverage and assumptions
	J. Is the overall concept properly elucidated/ clear?

K. Are the boundaries of the concept properly defined?

L. The boundaries are blurred and need defining
	No  1 2 3 4 5 Yes

No  1 2 3 4 5 Yes

agree  1 2 3 4 5 disagree

	Comparability
	Is it the best model that fits the hypothesis or explicative criteria?
	M. Does the model compare to the food security definitions?

N. Is there something that could be added (from the Definition, or your ideas) that could be added to make it clearer?
O. The definition and the framework do not tally
	No 1 2 3 4 5 Yes
No 5 4 3 2 1 Yes

agree  1 2 3 4 5 disagree

	Simplicity
	Fewest variables, simplest design that sufficiently explain the construct
	P. Is the overall concept easily understood?

Q. Are there too many or too few variables or concepts involved?
R. The framework is unneccesarily complex
	No  1 2 3 4 5 Yes

No  1 2 3 4 5 Yes

agree  1 2 3 4 5 disagree


Contribution by Ibukun Olajuyigbe from Harper Adams University College, UK
Hi Mark,
This is a serious issue you have raised and it is indeed very relevant to today's world when considering the credit crunch, oil prices and many other uncertainties that could occur in future…

I do not have any professional background on this topic but I suggest you contact Dr David Hughes (Emeritus Prof of food marketing, Imperial College, London) (www.profdavidhughes.com or profdavidhughes@aol.com). He presented a lecture at my university and it was really insightful. I'm sure he will have valuable information to share with you.

All the best!

Warm regards,

Ibukun Olajuyigbe

MBA International Agribusiness Management (2010/2011)

Harper Adams University College

Shropshire, UK

Contribution by Maiwada Zubairu from the National Programm for Agriculture and Food Security, Nigeria

The usual concepts used to measure food security – accessibility/availability, affordability , quality and often vulnerability are well known. The critical challenge is in defining the metrics for these concepts. Context has to be evaluated, - what define access/availability for example? World food production is enough to feed the near 1 billion that are hungry – but can those that need it have access? Economic access (affordability) or physical access. Even if it is affordable, is it of nutritional quality and which nutritional standard to be used? Industrial/consumer society or less developed countries where the $2/ a day poverty income may not be appropriate.
What about trade barriers? Even if the food is available and is affordable where it is needed, international trade may hinder food security.
Where the metrics are defined , academics and professionals build food security models that are difficult to understand and even more difficult to apply in solving the food security problem.
Contribution by KV Peter from India

Food security is interpreted differently by different countries and different groups of Nations.

A uniform definition is not possible.

K V Peter
Contribution by Silvia Kaufmann from FAO, Afghanistan

Dear All.

Just briefly reviewed the below and the comments provided. 

Four issues I would still like to share with the author (sorry, I know that the discussion is closed but it just came to my attention that it had not been mentioned before). 

· the intergenerational cycle of malnutrition would need to be indicated at the existing frameworks (mothers that are chronically malnourished are more likely to bear small children, even though good nutrition during pregnancy is ensured). 

· Sustainability requires higher attention at the frameworks (i.e. living on resources that should serve the future generations are not a solution, even ensuring stable supply for the actual generation, that is linked to environmentally sound and climate change friendly, economically viable. On the solution side food aid can be stable and ensure all year round availability, access and utilization, we can feed children with imported foods at high costs or we can use locally available products). When analyzing the framework and addressing the problems adequate it would possibly give the right attention to sustainable and environmentally sound approaches. But the reality is different. Common practices to analyze the situation, designing programmes and actions do not give the required attention to sustainability. I would therefore I like to suggest integrating “sustainability” at any of the levels (see below). Even in emergency responses the longer term and most sustainable solutions needs to be prioritized. 

· The FIVIMS Framework provides a wonderful solution merging the two concepts that were originally looking at it from slightly different perspectives, and it extends the view from food security to food and nutrition security. Now the borders (and responsibilities) between food security and nutrition security is less clear and may confuse decision makers and actors, but it opens up additional opportunities. The challenge is to not only add on the term ‘nutrition’, but also extending our views and commitments to address nutrition adequately. 

· Having said that, I would like to add that the actually used concepts are well done, very comprehensive, well disseminated and adopted by global players. There are simple ways of presenting them and there are more detailed descriptions of the different dimensions. In any way, they all demonstrate that food insecurity and malnutrition need to be addressed inter-sectorally. This is were the gaps is. I think at policy and implementation level there are not enough innovative approaches or organizational commitments or possibly barriers to realy work together achieving that goal of reducing malnutrition. 

[image: image1.png]



Let me know if the above is clear to you, I can also clarify better if required. 

Thanks for allowing me to comments, 

Silvia

Silvia Kaufmann (PhD)

Food Security, Nutrition and Livelihoods Advisor

FAO Afghanistan 
Response by Mark Gibson, topic raiser
Hi Silvia - thank you for your comments - of course you are right about the inter-generational effect of food security and one that is rarely touched upon in any detail – I would be interested to hear your review of my framework which is noted in an addendum to the post.. 
Thank you
Mark
Contribution by Andrew MacMillan from Italy

I usually take fright when I see charts like this. I am not sure how helpful they are in analyzing situations and in finding practical solutions to hunger problems. For most people who are hungry, the problem is one of not being able to translate their needs into effective demand. Their access to food will be determined by whether they can produce it, buy it, beg it or steal it. For buyers, the amount and quality that they can buy will depend on their income from work, from social protection programmes and possibly from sale of assets, the nature and extent of competing demands for cash (e.g. paying off debts), and on the prevailing prices the food they want. Their limited capacity to buy their needs may be a consequence of government economic policies that lead to growing income inequalities, and an absence of social protection programmes. 

I am not sure how these sorts of considerations fit in with the picture.

Andrew

Response by Mark Gibson, topic raiser
Hi Andrew thank you for your comments and your perspective. I appreciate the idea that you question whether such frameworks help with the analysis of food security situations - its a good point and one that I can only answer by suggesting that we have a great tradition of reducing complex phenomena to simplified diagrammatical representations. In this endeavor the strength of this approach is perhaps not to educate individuals in the finer details of the topic but rather act as a reference point or a guide if you like, through which an individual can find their way through a complex topic. Any solutions to such phenomena surely come from a better understanding of the topic as a whole and, for me at least I see frameworks as one tool of many in this arsenal. 
Thanks again 
Mark
Contribution by Mark Smulders from FAO, Italy 

Dear Mark and friends,
My simple answer to Mark's question is: "it all depends!". Having said that, I wish to point out that what Mark is asking is not so much about the food security "concept" per se, but about how different people capture the food security concept and its four dimensions in different conceptual, analytical and/or operations "frameworks". 
Mark's conceptual framework captures many of the multi-disciplinary and cross-sectoral aspects one could associate with the broad concept of food security. However, whether this conceptual diagram (framework) serves the fight against hunger depends on whose attention you intend to capture with this rather complext diagram - No matter how much we might agree that this is a very comprehensive framework, it may be all too confusing for some - and just perfect for others. 
Having conducted and taught food security analysis for many years, and having appied the food security concept in situation analysis, policy formulation, strategic planning, advocacy, etc. I am convinced that the best framework is the one that works best for you, your audience, and the particular food security problem you wish to address. For some people, this means being presented with a very simple picture of the food security dilemma, while for others, it means capturing all the dimensions and their complex relationships. 
If you are a nutritionist, you will look at the food security concept very differently than when you are a social scientist or an economist. Nutrition and health experts will place a greater emphasis in their illustration of food security and nutrition on questions related to care and feeding, access to food at household level, as well as health and sanitation issues, while social scientists, agricultural economists and others concerned with underlying and basic causes of food insecurity will place emphasis on market forces, the food system, purchasing power, livelihoods, production systems, trade, etc. 
Hence, in my mind, the food security concept itself - with its 4 dimensions - is very simple and powerful. HOW one then goes about illustrating in various conceptual and analytical diagrams how these 4 dimensions relate to each other, in a more complex pictoral framework all depends on what message you wish to communicate - who your audience is (academic, scientifc or practical/operational) and whether you are more "comfortable" with a very complex model that captures just about "everything" - i.e. the various factors that impact on the different dimensions of food security (such as Mark's model) or whether Sylvia Kaufman's simple - but powerful - diagram is what works best for you. 
In sum, while there is no question in my mind that a cross-sectoral and multi-disciplinary approach to dealing with hunger, food insecurity and malnutrition is essential, and that the four dimensions of the broad concept of food security (the "food security paradigm") capture the various challenges to address food insecurity and malnutrition very well (of which, by the way, 'hunger' is only one manifestation), whether the concept serves the fight against hunger all depends on how well this concept is understood and applied. 
Looking forward to hearing from you how the various comments you have received have helped you move forward Mark!
Best regards.
Mark Smulders
Senior Economist and FIVIMS Coordinator
FAO Agricultural Development Economics Division
Rome
Response by Mark Gibson, topic raiser

Hi Mark you raise a good point about the usage of such frameworks being dependent on perspective and the audience you are addressing.

The audience I wish to address with this model are the novices or those wishing to learn of the overall concept - in this regard getting the right balance is difficult

One of the issues I face as with many others is the trade off between complexity that engages all of the elements and simplicity - too simple or too complex and the concept is in danger of being misunderstood. I had thought of a Russian doll type framework where we start with a small simple framework expanding over perhaps 3 frameworks to a fuller more comprehensive one as shown. It would be interesting to hear your thoughts on that idea.

Thank you for your contribution Mark

Mark
Contribution by Helga Vierich-Drever from Canada 

I am a bit frustrated by the vagueness and relative incoherence of the concepts being discussed in answer to Mark's topic. I know this is due to the fact that everyone is writing from different locations, language backgrounds, or professional expertise, but I really do think that it is important to try to develop an approach which is well integrated and relatively universal in its applicability. I fear that, otherwise, KV Peter's very astute comment "...a uniform definition is not possible" will cause the whole project to founder. I happen to be less pessimistic about this than is Peters, however. 
Silvia Kaufmann's comments, especially her astute remarks about how we define sustainability (must be long-range,must be holistic), are a start in the direction of universality and integrated approaches. She also hints that "at policy and implementation level there are not enough innovative approaches...." - a comment that is a masterful understatement if ever there was one. But she could have gone further, for the dearth of innovative approaches plagues the whole issue of food security from beginning to end. 
I do not mean innovation as in ways of increasing markets, or of increasing migration out of rural areas, or even of inventing new technologies to increase productivity. All of these are aspects of a period of global economic and population growth that is rapidly drawing to an end. We need to start thinking in innovative ways about that reality, as well as about coming period of economic contraction that will follow. Food supply chains will become far more precarious in the next several decades, and it will take everything we can do to mitigate this. 
Let me be blunt. The "growth" paradigm is currently considered unassailable: no politician would be elected without at least paying lip service to it. It is of course a cultural paradigm, perhaps the key paradigm in the current global economic culture, that is going to have to be challenged during the coming contraction. 
Since the financial shenanigans "creating wealth" are currently largely based on speculation about increasing prices, many will continue to profit as scarcity drives prices - especially commodity prices - through various rooftops. About three billion people may starve over the coming few decades while a small global elite gets even richer. And they will use every trick in the book, and every ounce of force at their disposal, to guard their profits. 
We have been long hoodwinked into believing that a country's businesses must be supported because they "create jobs". This is a lie. A country's resources create jobs, by making it possible for some people to live by harvesting resources of timber, metals, minerals, oil, coal, furs, fish, potash, water, food and drugs (grown by mining the fertility of soil), animals (grown by consuming the energy captured in plants from sunshine), and so on. Others can live off the profits from transporting these resources to their "markets", and manufacturers by processing these resources into "products" for distribution to "consumers"... it is a long chain of skimming that results in the eventual costs to the consumer... but it begins with RESOURCES. Business is as dependent on those resources as everyone else, and it is the resources that set the whole chain in motion.
 
The resources are running out. When the fish stocks in the ocean have finished their current precipitous collapse, there will be no more jobs for fishermen, and no amount of cash thrown at businesses involved in the "supply" chain set in motion by marine fishing will save them or the jobs they "create". When decline in our various oil fields reach the point when more energy must be expended than we get out of the ground, oilfield jobs will disappear, along with the oil companies that currently "produce" oil and "create" oilfield jobs. When the levels of remaining top soil reach the point when no further cultivation and crop production can be supported, farmers will lose their "jobs", as will the whole range of businesses that currently deal in moving cereal crops, fruits and vegetables, livestock feeds, and all sorts of processed foods through the system toward the consumers.
Economic growth is only possible when population growth meets a large and relatively cheap resource base. That was the case for the past three centuries due to the "discovery" of whole continents that were much less intensively exploited and populated than much of Eurasia, a process that unleashed a veritable tsunami of innovation in transportation and capital investment in businesses to organize the harvesting of the resource bonanza that this created. In the past century, this process was given a tremendous booster shot of energy in the form of fossil fuels. 
It was a heady time for making prodigious amounts of money off a veritable mountain of resources. And it created lots of jobs and businesses. It fueled an exponential rise in European populations, and this spilled outward to colonize the world, filling newly created jobs everywhere. 
William Catton called this "the Age of Exuberance", and it was. It created the biggest middle class (people with jobs good enough to live better than the elites of Rome). It created the British Empire, and then, the American "century". It also underwrote the costs of an unprecedented explosion of education, the "arts", medicine, sanitation, farming, scientific discovery, criminal activity, and technological innovation. It made possible the biggest urban centers in the history of the world. It also set off a flood of investment and development assistance to bring the "benefits of western know how" to the rest of the world, including those places where various businesses were still busy extracting various resources. And populations all around the globe entered an unprecedented orgy of exponential growth. Some observers of the human condition issued warnings about the potential for overshoot of carrying capacity, beginning with Thomas Malthus and more recently Albert Bartlett, but during an age of continual growth and "progress", all such gloomy prognostications were not just ignored, they were ridiculed. 
But it is over now. The whole world economy is essentially mucking about the cratered pit, which is all that is left of that resource mountain. Sure, there are still small piles of stuff left here and there, and there is some confusion going on, because some of the resources are renewable piles, created by the life processes of the planet's ecosystem, but these are being scooped up too fast and too thoroughly to keep up with the voracious demands of the "supply chains" feeding them into the maw of a still growing human population and its civilization. 
Even the very soils that supply much of food grown for humans are thinning, degraded by wind and water erosion at horrific rates. This has accelerated in recent decades due to the very system of modern agriculture that has been tweaked and goaded a hundred ways to try to keep up with population growth. Of course it has been to no avail, as world hunger has always been a moving target, since it is due to poverty (increased socio-economic stratification). But since modern commercial agriculture has become an increasingly profitable business it HAS succeeded in pushing the global farming system to the point where it now occupies almost every square kilometer of arable land on the planet, clearing 90% of the forests and prairies of the Americas and Eurasia for crops and livestock production (and now bearing down on South America and Africa). 
We are out time, and nearly out of resources. Soon, the bulk of the world's current crop of humanity will find that no amount of money will be enough to buy food, and food will become the "new money". Since the bulk of humanity will not have access to much of either currency, I suppose this will hardly matter. 
After that, the paradigm of growth will likely be dropped from most human cultural systems where it is currently operating. So, sadly but perhaps wisely, will the paradigm of endless and inevitable progress. 
No amount of cognitive transformation is going to bring back the resource mountain or prevent a lot of deaths from starvation if a global economic collapse occurs. Breaking the power of the financial elites and forcing a redistribution of wealth is also a romantic idea, but even that is unlikely to stop young people from having babies anytime soon. Find out how many of the world's people are just entering their prime reproductive years right now. Even if each young women has only one child... well, do the math. And people, even faced with great catastrophe, often draw great comfort from the news that there is a baby on the way. Haiti is currently in the midst of a baby boom, I understand. 
Don't get me wrong, I'm not knocking hope. Hope is a precious thing. Sometimes it is the only thing left standing when people have lost everything. Without hope, there is no comfort in courage. 
The problem is, ultimately, population overshoot, not human greed or evil. And unless we admit that truth, there is no comfort anywhere, I think. Nor any point in hoping for a better tomorrow. Somehow, we humans are going to have to summon all the hope and courage we can muster to create a future world our descendants can survive in. Maybe we can begin by telling our children the truth, which means blowing that myth of infinite growth and progress out of the water, publicly, and often, every chance we get. And teaching them to use birth control. 
Helga
Response by Mark Gibson, topic raiser

Hi Helga thank you for your contribution, great insight. With regards to the vagueness of some of the replies I have to say that I think it was perhaps inevitable with such a wide reaching topic - however I am hoping to address the specifics with some follow up questions with a few individuals and hopefully that will help greatly.

You raise an interesting point about the growth paradigm being unassailable, I too agree with you on this, I fear we are looking at something a little more fundamental if we are to achieve global food security. For me this would be a root and branch reform of social politics. This is perhaps as not a great ask as would initially appear. I refer to the latter 17th and 18th centuries with a period that became known as the 'Age of Enlightenment'. This was a period that witnessed great leaps in the scientific and philosophical arena's. Collectively, with the fall of spontaneous generation of life and the rise of the new science of microbiology coupled with the outward looking work of Dumas, Count Romford and Penn (to name just a few) came together with growing momentum around the latter half of the 18th century which culminated in a growing sense of moral and social responsibility bringing with it sweeping changes in the basic social fabric of society. Effecting a similar momentum I believe has already begun with the likes of the League and the United Nations as well as numerous other entities, and although over the years it has faltered the modern notions of food security are increasingly becoming wrapped up in wider societal issues, so much so that tackling food security in isolation is no longer an option. Instead food security is inextricably linked with sustainability, global warming, poverty and social reform on an ever widening continuum and it is for these reasons that I feel the growing momentum will eventually spill over into radical and fundamental shift in the collective moral conscience in perhaps the second age of enlightenment.

That is s my view Helga and as dramatic as it sounds I believe it is perhaps worthy of consideration

Contribution by Dawit Guta from Germany

The issue of food security as well defined by FAO encompasses four dimensions: Access, availability, use and utilization. These diverse dimensions are influenced by multitude factors. For instance, access may be influenced by climate factors which impinge on production and productivity of agriculture. On the other hand, in a given region, nation or continent there may be surplus food in certain geographical areas but deficit in other. Most African countries are registering surprise growth rates in the past few years. However, in Ethiopia which is leading growth list, last winter more that 6million people were hunger. Why this paradox occurs. This may perhaps occurs because the surplus is hoard by individuals, cooperatives or other giants. Or else surplus food exists in one region while people are starving in other region/s. Moreover, small holder farmers who constitute half of the hunger population in the world from my experience of Ethiopia are suffering seasonal food insecurity (between sowing and harvesting period). Furthermore, in most cases agriculture in Africa is done under rain-fed. So, farmers work only for few months of the year during rainy season and harvesting. They spend the whole months in Ethiopia (December to May) unemployed. Small holders also lack saving habit to carry their surplus to deficit time and means of storing is also not available as crops can be damaged by pests. I suggest the following policies
· Sustainable irrigation expansion using harvest water, under ground water, river water, flood diverting and harvesting and the like in the manner that do not harm environment
· Introducing proactive institutions and policies for governing food grain marketing
· Encouraging cooperatives and other institutions to work on the problem 
· Providing food security insurances
· Decentralized food crop storage (during surplus production) and distribution (when deficit occurs) based on householders contribution
· Advancing awareness
And so on
Regards

Dawit Guta

Closing remarks by Mark Gibson, topic raiser

Dear Forum members

I would sincerely like to thank everyone for their contributions I could not have hoped for a better engagement of individuals from such diverse disciplines. The quality of contributions from many individuals from so many different parts of the world are humbling and have given me great insight for which I thank you.

This as we all know is not an abstract exercise it is a real phenomenon with equally real consequences. As such helping me place all of the misparater pieces in context will aid both my PhD and my book and in turn it is my hope that it will aid those trying to make sense of such complex interplay.

I am going to follow up with some supplementary questions with certain individuals and I would really appreciate your continued cooperation. Once again I am very grateful and completely taken aback by such an enthusiastic response from you all.

I would also like to thank Max and Renata at the forum as well as all the other moderators who have really helped facilitate this process, I couldn’t have done it without you guys.

Thank you

Mark Gibson

Manchester Metropolitan University, UK
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