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[slide 1] Introduction

Thank you for the invitation to speak here at the NWOD Forum 
Conference on The International Year of the Potato: the Swedish 
Perspective

I represent the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, FAO.

Today I will briefly talk about how and why the International Year of the Potato is 
important. I will tell you about the role of the potato in defeating hunger and 
poverty. But first a few words about the background of FAO.

In the summer of 1943, Franklin Roosevelt invited representatives from 44 states 
in order to design guidelines for how countries affected by the war could ensure 
food security for their citizens at the end of the war. The Food and Agriculture 
Organization (FAO) of the United Nations was founded in 1945, one week prior to 
the UN itself. The mandate of FAO is agriculture, forestry and fishery, within a 
sustainable development framework. The goal is a world without hunger.
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[slide 2] Setting the context, FAO Hunger Map

Are we reaching the goal: a world without hunger?

The answer is no. 

On this slide you can see the FAO hunger map that shows the state of 
world hunger.

Some recent food security statistics from the FAO can give us insights into the 
scope of the current hunger situation. 

923 million people are afflicted by hunger – with 907 million in developing 
countries. 

Over 237 million of these live in Sub-Saharan Africa, which makes it the region 
with the highest proportion of undernourished in relation to the total population.

Put together China and India are home to around 42 % of the worlds 
undernourished people. 

The world as a whole produces a sufficient amount of food. However, poverty, a 
lack of infrastructure, and a lack of land rights contribute to the current unequal 
distribution. For example, women lack the possibility of owning land or property, 
and therefore also lack access to credit, in many countries –This illustrates the 
lack of fulfillments of many richer countries’ commitments to eradicating hunger 
and malnourishment. 
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[slide 3] Setting the context, Additional hungry people

An additional 75 million people fell below the hunger threshold in 2007

The total amount of hungry in the world is now 923 million people, compared to 
854 million people in 2006. 

The numbers are essentially increasing in all parts of the world, with the 
exception of developed countries. The worrisome trend is continuing this year, 
and it is directly related to high food prices. 

This graph shows that in Sub-Saharan Africa, the amount of undernourished 
increased with 24 million this year. In Asia, an additional 41 million people have 
become undernourished. 

At the same time world population is growing and it is projected to reach 9 billion 
in 2050 which means that food production needs to double.

The increasing hunger and the future need for increased food production means 
that we have to build rural infrastructure and increase agricultural development, 
especially in the developing world.
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[slide 4] Why IYP?

As I said, the number of hungry people is increasing, the world has to 
increase food production and on top of that we are facing severe 
challenges from climate change.

This is the context in which the importance of the IYP should be understood.

The IYP mission: Celebration of the International Year of the Potato will raise 
awareness of the importance of the potato - and of agriculture in general - in 
addressing issues of global concern, including hunger, poverty and threats to the 
environment. 

The IYP has been met with some skepticism and the subject has been made fun 
of. But it is important to remember that the IYP does not only focus on the role of 
the potato per se, it also focuses on the role of agriculture in general. The 
development of agriculture is crucial if we are to reach the UN Millennium 
Development Goals. Various studies (example World Bank) show that investments 
and growth in the agricultural sector benefits poor people. Therefore agriculture is 
crucial for fighting hunger and poverty.
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[slide 5] What is the role of the potato in relation to hunger and poverty?

Food Security - improving access to safe and nutritious food

Many people and communities, mainly in rural areas, do not have physical or 
financial access to food year round. Undernourishment causes a downward spiral 
of bad health that frequently ends in death. Finding new ways to ensure food 
security is therefore important. One promising approach is increased potato 
cultivation.

Potatoes can feed the hungry

The potato can provide nutritious food for the poor and hungry in the developing 
world. Potato cultivation is ideally suited to places where land is limited and 
labour is abundant, a picture in which many developing countries fit into. 
Compared with other major crops the potato produces more nutritious food more 
quickly, on less land and in harsher climate. Most of the potato plant is also edible 
human food. When people have access to an sufficient amount of nutritious food 
they are better equipped to make a descent living.

Poverty alleviation

Many farm families are caught in a poverty trap in which limited livelihood options 
conspire to keep them poor. Local markets are facing outside competition from a 
wide range of suppliers due to globalization and urbanization. This means that 
small scale farmers need to become more competitive and learn to engage with 
markets. Not only can potatoes feed the hungry they can also be an important 
source of income so that people can make a living.

I will illustrate what I just said by talking about the food crisis.
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[slide 6] The food crisis as an illustrative example

From 2006 until the summer of 2008 the cost of food soared around the world. 
Intense competition for reduced international supplies of wheat, maize, rice and 
agricultural commodities led to food shortages and social unrest. As I said earlier 
the increase of an additional 75 million hungry people around the world is linked 
to the soaring food prices. 

It is important to adopt strategies to combat food shortages and food insecurity in 
general. One long-term strategy is to diversify the crop base with nutritious and 
versatile staple foods that are less susceptible to the temperament of 
international markets.

Unlike major cereals, potato in not a globally traded commodity. The price of 
potato is usually determined by local demand and supply. So there is no risk of 
potato bearing the ill-effects of speculative activity on the international market. 
Potato is therefore a crop that can be recommended to ensure food security in 
developing countries that depend on food import.

But countries with high export dependence can also benefit from expanded potato 
cultivation. During the food crisis some countries imposed export bans on rice in 
order to protect against shortages and domestic food inflation. This lead to 
exacerbated global rice price inflation. If consumers and farmers had not relied on 
only rice the export bans would not have been necessary.  

So what we see is that it does not matter if countries are food importers or food 
exporters, what matters is that both farmers and consumers diversify their 
production and consumption. 



7

[slide 7] Demand for potatoes is growing

Potato is the world’s number one non-grain food commodity. World potato 
production has increased at an annual average rate of 4.5 percent over the last 
10 years. The growth in potato production has exceeded production of many 
other major food commodities in the developing world. 

While consumption of potato has declined in the rich countries, it has increased in 
the developing world. The slide shows this development. Developing countries 
account for more than half of the global harvest. If we look back 20 years the 
production in developing countries stood at around 20 percent. In fact Sub-
Saharan Africa is sometimes referred to as the main engine of potato growth. 

China is the world's biggest potato producer and the Chinese authorities are 
reviewing proposals for potato to become the country’s major food crop.

India is the world’s third biggest potato producer and the Indian authorities are 
considering plans to double potato output in the next five to ten years.

These plans are more than welcome considering that many of the world’s 
undernourished people live in these countries.
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[slide 8] The IYP strategy

Of course one single year is not sufficient for solving world hunger and poverty. 
Therefore the International Year of the Potato should be seen as a first step or as 
a catalyst for long-term, country-driven development programmes around the 
world. 

The slide shows different ways in which the IYP work has been performed so far 
during the year and how it will be performed during the time that remains.

The two points to the left roughly involves information and events. The aim is to 
heighten global awareness of the role of the potato and to enhance appreciation 
among the public of agricultural, nutritional, environmental, social issues and food 
systems in general.

The three points to the right roughly involves technologies and management 
practices. The aim is to enhance mechanism for ensuring local empowerment and 
to enhance international cooperation related to potato production and agriculture.
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[slide 9] Future Challenges, Market turbulence

Although potato demand and production is growing in the developing world future 
challenges remain. Turbulence on the global agricultural market is one challenge.

The slide shows the FAO Food Price Index. We can see that before 2007 the 
prices of food were low and then until a couple of months ago we had soaring 
food prices. During the last couple of months we have seen that the food prices 
have fallen relatively sharply. This turbulence on the international food market 
threatens both food security and the potato sector. 

The  biggest challenge for the potato sector is to sustain potato production in less 
favorable economic contexts. The food crisis showed that high cereal prices can 
lead to food insecurity but in the long run it can also increase cereal production 
and lead to the abandonment of potato production and consumption. Without 
awareness and discussion about market turbulence and its effects, food security 
can not be ensured. The IYP is an important tool used to spread the message.  

Any investment in potato cultivation must be considered as an insurance against 
international market turbulence and more so, as a food security safeguard. 

Change can only come if this message is delivered to farmers and consumers 
around the world. 



10

[slide 10] Future Challenges, Land and Water

But market turbulence is not the only challenge that we are facing. As I said 
earlier the world’s population is expected to grow by a third over the next 30 
years and 95 percent of that increase is concentrated in the developing countries. 
This imposes enormous pressure on land and water. 

So even if we could find a way to lessen the market turbulence we still have to 
ensure food security and protect the natural resources of present and future 
generations. Potato cultivation and consumption is an important part of the 
efforts to meet this challenge.

The slide shows how much water 1 kg of beef, pork, wheat and potato require. As 
you can see potatoes are very water efficient compared to the other food 
commodities and especially compared with beef. 

The pressure on land and water is a global concern. The IYP can help to raise 
awareness about this enormous challenge. In this sense the focus on the potato 
can be seen as a concrete measure on how to take action. The sooner we develop 
and diversify our food and agriculture production the better equipped we will be 
to handle future challenges.   

If the IYP can highlight the importance of an increase in agricultural production 
and in the development of the agricultural sector in developing countries, then we 
are one step closer to start realizing the World Food Summit and UN Millennium 
Development goals of halfing the number and proportion on undernourished 
people.  
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[slide 11) Thank you!


