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Introduction 

The National Agricultural Policy Center (NAPC) of the Syrian Ministry of Agriculture 
and Agrarian Reform, with the support of the FAO Project GCP/SYR/006/ITA 
organized a seminar on “Assessment of the world food security situation - with a Near 
East Perspective". The seminar was organized within the activities of the 2006 
Agricultural Policy Forum series of the NAPC. It was delivered by Professor Hartwig 
de Haen, former FAO Assistant Director-General1, on 12 December 2006, at the 
NAPC premises in Damascus.  

This seminar aimed to highlight the state of food security in the world and the 
progress achieved in the field of alleviating hunger. The NAPC and FAO Syria were 
particularly honored to host this event for it provided all the attendees with an 
unparalleled opportunity to engage with a consummate expert in this field.  As the 
former head of the FAO department, which has produced the internationally 
acclaimed "State of Food Insecurity" series, Professor de Haen therefore was expertly 
able to provide cutting-edge analysis and field the attendees’ questions on the subject 
of food security. 

The FAO’s latest estimates signal a setback in the fight against hunger. It appears 
that, compared to the mid 1990s, the number of chronically hungry people in the 
developing world is no longer declining but growing. This is an indication of the 
failure to protect, respect and fulfil a basic human right: “the right to food’.  

Lack of adequate food threatens people’s existence and cripples their ability both to 
benefit from opportunities for education, employment and political participation and 
to contribute productively to economic and social development. Moreover, 
widespread hunger impairs the economic performance not only of individuals and 
families but also of nations. 

In the years 2001-2003, there were 854 million chronically hungry people worldwide. 
This figure represents not only a tragedy but also a threat to economic growth and 
political stability on a global scale.  

This fact should trigger the global attention and collaboration to put more emphasis 
on championing the poor and disadvantaged to be at the forefront of today's 
development dialogue across the world to put an end to their suffering. Most 
importantly, the governments should reinforce their commitments and pledges 
engaging in the mobilization of the political will, technical expertise and financial 
resources needed for fighting effectively against hunger and eradicating poverty.  

                                                 
1 Prof. de Haen, a former Assistant Director-General, is a NAPC Scientific Committee member. He 
headed the Economic and Social Department (1995 - 2005) and the Agriculture Department (1990 – 
1994) of the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO). Before joining FAO, he was 
Professor of Agricultural Economics at the University of Göttingen, Germany.  
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Overview of the Presentation 

Mr Ateih El Hindi welcomed the participants and presented the lecturer, Prof de 
Haen, pointing to his academic background and his extensive experience as FAO 
Assistant Director-General. The audience was composed of national and international 
attendants and included representatives of the MAAR and other Syrian Ministries 
and institutions, as well as of national and international organizations. (The list of 
participants can be found in Annex 1, the slides of the presentation can be found in 
Annex 2). 

Mr de Haen expressed his happiness and honor for being given the opportunity to 
lecture at the NAPC about this important case concerning the whole world.  

The lecture covered the major topics in the field of food security. It provided a clear 
definition of food security, presenting the various methodologies involved in 
assessing food security. Finally, it reviewed the actual situation of food insecurity in 
the world with particular reference to the Near East and North Africa. The expert 
referred to the "cost of hunger" and demonstrated the economic benefits of fighting 
hunger. In addition, he pointed to potential solutions to tackle the growth of hunger 
by following examples of those countries, which have succeeded in fighting hunger.  

Hunger and food insecurity are slightly different concepts although they deal with the 
same, most basic, need of life: food. Hunger manifests itself in different forms, 
chronic and transitional, lack of food energy (undernourishment) and imbalance of 
nutrient intake (malnutrition). Hunger is at the same time the result of poverty and 
one of the major causes of poverty. Consequently, in the poorer countries, the 
prevalence of hunger is relatively high. Food insecurity has hunger as its principal 
manifestation, but is a larger concept that comprises various possible reasons for the 
existence of hunger. Logically, food insecurity is the absence of food security, 
whereby the latter has four basic dimensions: regular availability of, and access to, an 
adequate quantity and quality of food; stability of access and supplies; and effective 
utilization of food within households.  

The most influential and comprehensive definition of the concept of food security, 
was globally agreed by the governments that participated in the World Food Summit 
(WFS) in Rome 1996. It describes food security as the condition existing “when all 
people, at all times, 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”.  

Considering that the absence of any (or any combination) of these conditions 
generates food insecurity it is clear that food security does not manifest itself 
homogenously. Different organizations and their accompanying research have 
therefore engaged in various methods to measure food security and so to better tackle 
it.  As there are different types of food insecurity, so each type requires a discrete 
methodology of measurement. The following concepts and indicators can be 
distinguished: calorie intake, undernourishment, underweight of children, hidden 
hunger and even over-nourishment (a special form of malnutrition). The relative 
performance of these indicators, therefore, will help to determine whether a certain 
area or population is food secure or insecure and if so what type of food insecurity it 
experiences. 

Through empirical measurements and mappings of these indicators, the lecturer 
conveyed a detailed assessment of the food situation in the word, and developing 
countries in particular, with special focus on Near East & North Africa.  
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The First Indicator: Average Calorie Availability  

Average calorie availability per person and day is perhaps the most basic indicator of 
food consumption, which can be derived from national food balance sheets. One 
major weakness of this indicator is that averages do not measure the effect of uneven 
distribution of access to food within a population. While one part of a population may 
consume significantly more, others may have less than the minimum food they need 
for a healthy and active life. People in developing countries need, as a minimum, 
between 1700 and 2000 kcal per day for their base metabolism and light activity; 
Hence, for a country with typical inequity of incomes, absence of chronic 
undernourishment is not at all ensured if the average DES is just at the minimum or 
only slightly above.  

According to FAO’s estimates the world average food consumption per person has 
grown by almost one fifth during the last 40 years, from 2400 in the mid-1960s to 
2800 kcal per person per day today. Most of the gain occurred in the developing 
countries. The group of developing countries is now at an average of around 2600. 
However, within the group, big differences continue to exist, ranging from low levels 
of 2200 kcal in Sub-Sahara Africa and 2400 in South Asia to almost 2900 in East 
Asia and Latin America and around 3000 in Near East and North Africa.  

While food consumption in the Near East/North Africa region is still relatively high, 
the average level has slightly declined during the 1990s, mainly due to critical 
developments in a few countries, in particular Iraq and Afghanistan.  

Syria stands out among lower income countries as having an adequate food supply 
available to the majority of the population (3000 kcal/capita). Substantial progress 
was also recorded in other Near East and North African countries, where the current 
average is now clearly above 3000 kcal per person a day. As in North America and 
many countries of Europe, such high averages suggest a rising prevalence of 
overweight and obesity. According to FAO's Global Perspective Studies, more and 
more countries in the developing world may reach consumption levels which tend to 
cause over-nourishment and more waste within households..  

This projection of increasing levels of calorie supplies suggests a declining 
prevalence, but by no means the disappearance of hunger in the foreseeable future. 
Due to continuing inequities in the distribution of access to food, undernourishment 
is expected to persist in many countries. Sub-Saharan Africa will have the lowest 
average with less than 2500 kcal/person/day.  

Indicator Two: Chronic Undernourishment   

This measure is used by FAO and it is the only estimate currently available to arrive 
at global and regional estimates of the prevalence of undernourishment for entire 
populations. In this estimation, FAO takes into account the amount of food available 
per person nationally, the extent of the inequality of access to this food and a country-
specific minimum requirement.  

The indicator is a measure for the number of people whose daily dietary energy 
consumption is insufficient for work performance, body weight maintenance and 
child growth.   

This approach combines census data with information obtained from surveys such as 
the Living Standards Measurement Survey and Household Surveys. 

Worldwide, FAO estimates that approximately 854 million people were chronically 
undernourished in the period 2001–2003. This includes 9 million in the 
industrialized countries, 25 million in countries in transition and 820 million in 
developing countries. Comparing regions, the largest number of undernourished live 
in the Asia and Pacific region, most of whom in India (212 million) and China (150 
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million). Sub-Saharan Africa has 206 million undernourished and the Near East and 
North Africa 38 million. 

Hunger Reduction Targets: 

The suffering of 854 million hungry people is not only tragic and morally 
unacceptable; it is also a threat to economic growth and political stability on a global 
scale. The world community has set itself two global targets for hunger reduction. The 
first has been set by the World Food Summit (WFS/Rome, 1996), which agreed to 
halve the absolute number of hungry people by 2015. The second target has been 
established in the framework of the UN Millennium declaration. It is one of the two 
targets of Millennium Development Goal One, by which leaders commit to halve the 
overall global percentage of hungry people by 2015.        

As might be expected, with the slow pace of progress achieved since 1996, prospects 
for reaching the WFS target appear increasingly remote. The world might be on track 
to meet the MDG target, i. e.  to reduce the percentage of hungry people in the world 
from 20.3 % (1990 –92) to 10.2 % in 2015). However, according to FAO’s projections, 
some 580 million people could still be undernourished in 2015, significantly more 
than the 412 million needed to reach the WFS target.  

With reference to the Near East sub-region, the lecturer demonstrated that while the 
prevalence of undernourishment is still rather low (9%), the absolute number of 
undernourished has been rising recently. This is mainly due to the complex situation 
of Afghanistan and Iraq resulting from civil strife and war, the strong escalation of 
poverty in Yemen, as well as the increasing number of poor in Jordan in recent years. 
Between 1990-92 and 2001-03, the prevalence has increased from 8 to 9 percent and 
number of undernourished rose from 25 to 38 million. Excluding Iraq and 
Afghanistan, the prevalence and the absolute numbers have still increased from 5 to 6 
percent and from 15 to 20 million respectively. If the situation does not improve 
significantly in the overall region, the number of undernourished in this region could 
further increase to 36 million in 2015, tripling the WFS target of 12 million. The 
expected percentage change from 8 % in 1992 to 7.0 % in 2015 also does not meet the 
4% target of the MDG One.   

This perspective is largely due to a differentiated increase of absolute numbers in 
several countries in this region since the early 1990s, not only in Iraq and 
Afghanistan, but also, in countries such as Yemen, Turkey, Iran, Morocco, Algeria, 
Jordan, and Saudi Arabia. On the other hand, Kuwait attained a valuable decline, and 
so did Syria and Egypt. The other countries kept their already low levels stable. The 
rate of hunger prevalence is low almost everywhere except Yemen. 

Indicator Three: Underweight Children  

This is an indicator of food insecurity, which is based on anthropometric 
measurements of children differentiated by age and gender, published by the World 
Health Organization (WHO) and The United Nations Children's Fund (UNICEF).  

The proportion of underweight children varies widely from country to country. Many 
countries, in Sub-Sahara Africa and some countries in South Asia, show high (20% to 
35%) or even very high (above 35%) rates of prevalence of underweight children 
under five years of age. In a number of them, the situation has even been worsening. 
By contrast, prevalence rates are low to moderate (5% to 20%) in Latin America and 
the Caribbean as well as in the Near East North Africa region, with mixed trends in 
both latter regions. Some countries show a worsening trend, e. g.  Sudan, Ethiopia, 
and Somalia.  

It should be noted that underweight of children is not only caused by a lack of 
sufficient nutritional food, but also by inadequate food and water hygiene and general 
care. 
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Indicator Four: Hidden Hunger 

Hunger can have very different manifestations. The most directly felt manifestation is 
an empty stomach referred to as “open hunger”, which means above all lack of 
calories and/or protein. A more complex group of manifestations is only indirectly 
felt causing general weakness, frequent illness or early death; this is referred to as 
“hidden hunger”.  

This type of hunger has multiple causes and can be present independently or in 
combination with open hunger. The most frequent cause for 'hidden hunger' is a lack 
of certain micronutrients. Generally, children and mothers, the poorest and most 
vulnerable members of the community, are the groups most affected by hidden 
hunger.  

According to WHO, examples of hidden hunger include the following manifestations: 

• Lack of Vitamin A impairs the immune system and reduces the eye vision. 100-
140 million children are affected worldwide. Between 250000 and 500000 
children are blinded each year as a result of vitamin A deficiency. 

• Lack of Iodine causes mental retardation. Iodine deficiency is the cause of 20 
million cases of mental handicap worldwide. In addition, 100000 babies are born 
each year with irreversible brain damage caused by lack of iodine in the mother's 
diet. 

• Lack of Iron causes Anemia, the most widespread micronutrient deficiency. 
Anemia is responsible for 10-15% reduction in fertility and is reason for 
widespread maternal and fatal death. 

Undernourishment in combination with malnutrition increases the likelihood of child 
disease and of death. According to recent research, more than 30% of child deaths are 
caused by neonatal disorders of which more than half the cases are related to 
underweight mothers and hence linked to nutritional deficiencies during pregnancy. 
Hunger and malnutrition are also the main factors underlying the other causes of 
child death, such as diarrhea (20%), pneumonia (20%) and malaria (10%).   

On average, it is estimated that about half of child deaths could be avoided if the 
mothers and children were better nourished. As documented, in the developing 
countries eleven million children die every year before the age of five; this means that 
the lives of 5-6 million children could be saved through better nutrition. In addition, 
better nutrition could very likely prevent the deaths of many of the 300.000 pregnant 
women who die every year. 

Hunger and malnutrition before birth and during pregnancy are particularly serious 
because they give children a handicap from their first day of life. Hunger at child age 
has a life-long cost in terms of reduced productivity and higher health expenditure. In 
countries with high prevalence and high intensity of child hunger these costs can be 
significant at national level and slow down economic growth.   

According to WHO, 20 million babies are born underweight every year. Most of them 
are bound to have their growth stunted as five-year-old children, which badly affects 
body growth in adulthood. Indeed, a study tracing the effects of malnutrition 
throughout adolescence in Guatemala and India shows that the more severe the 
stunting at child age the more were these same people below normal size at age 18.  

Another significant finding is the strong negative correlation between prevalence of 
undernourishment and primary school completion; the latter measured in numbers 
of school years.  Failure to complete school while affecting an individual directly, 
when taken collectively, impacts negatively on the skills base of a whole country. 
Approximately, 120 million children estimated worldwide do not attend school at all. 
The number of school years is the lowest in Sub-Saharan Africa. On the contrary, the 
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average duration of school attendance is highest in East Asia, where the prevalence of 
hunger is rather low. The Near East & North Africa, in terms of both under-
nourishment and school attendance, is in the better part of the middle ground. 
However, it should be noted that in countries with prevalence of hunger, even the 
children who do attend school may show low performance due to bad nutritional 
status.  

In addition to the above-mentioned critical reasons to combat hunger and avoid 
underweight at birth, an enormous economic benefit could be obtained from tackling 
this escalating matter. According to recent research, avoiding one case of a child 
being borne underweight has an expected life-long benefit with total present value of 
1000 US$. Given the typical incomes in poor countries, foregoing the realization of 
such benefit by tolerating child hunger represents an extremely high opportunity 
cost.  

According to the speaker, these magnitudes should stimulate the world finally to 
muster more political will and resources both nationally (in the countries concerned) 
and internationally (through the donor community). More efforts are needed to 
combat hunger and poverty effectively in a world that has the potential and the 
knowledge to ensure that every woman, man and child have access to enough food.  

Indicator Five: Overnourishment  

This is a special case of food insecurity, which is expanding worldwide, even in many 
developing countries. Already today, the number of overnourished people exceeds the 
number of undernourished. According to WHO, 1.6 billion people globally are 
overweight and 400 million adults are obese. The numbers continue to rise, 
especially amongst children. This kind of malnutrition can cause various chronic 
diseases, mainly type 2 diabetes, cardiovascular diseases, hypertension and some 
forms of cancer. The main reasons for this are reduced physical activity and over-
consumption of energy dense foods that are high in saturated fats, salts and sugars. 
Such change in consumption habits is mainly the result of a transition towards a 
modern urban lifestyle, which includes less physical labor and mobility, increased 
consumption of fast or ready made or semi-ready foods, often bought as street foods 
or in super markets.  

According to the WHO, overweight and obesity are key indicators of 
overnourishment. An individual is considered to be overweight when his/her Body 
Mass Index (BMI), for both adult men and women, is above 25 kg per square meter. 
People are defined being obese at a BMI equal to or above 30.  

The prevalence of obesity varies widely within the Near East & North Africa region. 
Many of the higher income countries have a high prevalence of obesity with rates 
above 25% in Kuwait, United Arab Emirates, Saudi Arabia, Turkey, and Iran. Egypt is 
an anomaly with lower income but high obesity. Syria lies in the middle with 15% to 
20%. Considered globally, Yemen has one of the lowest obesity rates, similar to 
Pakistan.  The available data indicate that in many countries of the region women 
have a higher prevalence of obesity than men, for example in Egypt. These figures 
may not be totally accurate, but they should be taken into consideration to deal more 
with issues of overnourishment in this region, as to make sure that with the 
disappearance of hunger the countries do not develop completely new types of 
nutrition problems and food insecurity.  

Conclusions for Actions to Fight Hunger 

Concluding the hunger dilemma, the lecturer clearly reported that one in six of the 
developing world’s population suffers from chronic hunger, and many more suffer 
from hidden hunger. At the same time, overnourishment appears as a growing 
problem in many countries. Conclusively, the developing world as a group is not 
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making progress towards the WFS target, though examples of successful attempts 
exist in all regions. The Near East and North Africa have adequate food security, but 
not in all countries. Thus, efforts to reach the target must be stepped up by applying 
lessons learnt in the fight against hunger.  

In attempting to analyze the factors that fuel progress in alleviating hunger, the 
speaker highlighted the importance of a combination of key building blocks in 
strategies for improving food security.  

Principally such strategies can only be successful under conditions of durable peace, 
stability and good governance.  

Moreover, they should be founded on the fundamental evidence that hunger and 
poverty, the principal dimensions of food insecurity, are interdependent. Hunger is 
not just the consequence of poverty but often also its main cause. Poor people cannot 
afford to buy or produce the food they need and, on the other hand, the hungry are 
often too weak and ill to perform productive work. Therefore, the neediest people 
need to be given immediate access to adequate food to be healthy and strong for 
learning and for work to overcome poverty. Establishing social safety nets is of special 
importance.  

Success in reducing poverty and hunger strongly depends on the success of creating 
productive employment, which requires above all investment and strong economic 
growth.  Furthermore, there is evidence that liberalized trade is a valuable factor that 
facilitates not only access to food for food deficit countries but also exports which 
generate income and foreign exchange.  

As for agriculture and the related rural sectors, they play a fundamental role in 
achieving economic growth and food security in developing countries. Agriculture is 
still the backbone of the economies of most of the poor countries, and rural areas are 
home to the vast majority (60 - 70%) of the poor and hungry people. An important 
finding by new research suggests giving greater priority to agriculture and rural 
areas: economic growth that is based on agriculture has by far higher effect on 
poverty alleviation than growth based on non-agricultural sectors. 

The positive effect of agricultural growth can be substantiated by a number of 
empirical relationships: a strong negative correlation can be shown between capital 
intensity in agriculture and prevalence of hunger. Not surprisingly, countries that 
succeeded in reducing hunger and made progress towards achieving the MDGs, 
during the 1990s were characterized by more rapid economic growth and specifically 
speedy growth in the GDP of their agricultural sectors.  

In comparison to the overall developing world, the countries of Near East & North 
Africa did indeed have below average agricultural and overall economic growth 
during the 1990s. At the same time, they have made relatively little progress towards 
reducing the number of undernourished  

There is wide consensus among experts and at the level of governments on the 
appropriate ways to be pursued. The lecturer addressed the most important actions 
which could be taken: 

• To achieve food security, a so-called “twin-track strategy” is recommended. As 
first proposed by FAO, in collaboration with WFP and IFAD in 2002, the 
approach combines two tracks: first, investment and promotion of development 
initiatives to increase employment, incomes and food production to improve the 
livelihoods in impoverished communities. This means above all, the 
encouragement of investment in agriculture and rural development accompanied 
with expanding rural infrastructure, efficient institutions, and market access. The 
second track is to ensure immediate access to food for the neediest, especially 
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children and nursing mothers. This would preferably be achieved by the 
foundation of effective social safety nets.  

• Overcoming micronutrient deficiency requires above all diversification of food 
composition, in accordance with relevant dietary guidelines. In so far as this does 
not suffice, additional supplementation and fortification can be considered. 

• Addressing overnourishment and obesity requires appropriate adaptations of 
diets and life styles to modern and urban living conditions. This means first of all 
consumption of foods, which have low energy density, and which are low in fat 
and sugars, but high in vitamins, minerals and other micronutrients. Secondly it 
requires sufficient physical exercise. 

Pointing to the enormous costs of such comprehensive food security strategies does 
not stand up as an argument against political action. As was shown, reducing hunger, 
including all forms of undernourishment and malnutrition, results in enormous gains 
that well exceed the costs. The lecturer referred to several indicators of such gains, 
including the following:  

- According to available estimates, developing countries are spending approximately 
$30 billion per year for the treatment of diseases caused by hunger and malnutrition. 
This could be saved.  

- The number of so-called Disability Adjusted Life Years (DALYs) which are lost every 
year worldwide due to childhood and maternal undernutrition has been estimated at 
220 million. DALYs are the estimated sum of life years lost as a result of premature 
death and of disabilities adjusted for severity. This loss could be avoided. In a related 
estimate, the present discounted value of future income gains which could be realized 
if such large scale losses of  productivity due to various forms of hunger of today’s 
children were avoided has been estimated at least 500 billion US$. 

- According to another estimate, published by FAO, reaching the WFS Goal of halving 
hunger by 2015 would produce 120 billion US$ as additional GDP per year in the 
developing countries. The public costs of investments in rural areas needed to 
generate such gains have been estimated at 24 billion US$.   
- Reducing the various forms of micronutrient deficiencies has also been 
shown to be highly profitable, with benefit/cost ratios ranging between 5:1 and 
200:1.  
Regarding the immense costs that result from food insecurity and the obstacle this 
represents to economic growth, eradication of widespread hunger should have much 
higher priority, even admitting that the benefits will only be enjoyed with a time lag. 
Action against hunger is not only an economical investment; it is also a realization of 
a fundamental human right, the right to food.  

Mr. de Haen concluded with some observations on the state of food security in North 
East & North Africa. The region has the lowest prevalence of undernourishment (9%) 
of all developing regions, chiefly because many countries in the region are 
characterized by high incomes, food import ability, effective food subsidy policies and 
low poverty levels. Moreover, with a calorie supply of more than 3000 
kcal/person/day several countries are approaching the nutritional situation of 
industrialized countries. Instead of hunger, they are increasingly suffering from the 
reversed situation, overweight and diet-related chronic diseases. 

However, other countries of the region are suffering from continuous or increased 
food insecurity resulting from low food supplies, instability (Yemen, Iraq, and 
Afghanistan). Others are still enjoying adequate food security, but have recently had a 
worsening in terms of a rising prevalence of undernourishment (e.g. Jordan).  
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In relation to this concern, the expert pointed to several factors of importance 
affecting food security in the region. These include the need to address the 
differential effects of rising oil prices on exporters and importers of oil and of food, 
respectively; the need to increase investment in rural areas, especially in agriculture, 
water supplies, infrastructure, and education; the need for social safety nets to ensure 
access to health services, safe water and food for the most needy. 

Mr. de Haen ended his lecture referring to the death due to hunger and malnutrition 
of 6 million children each year and expressing the realistic vision that people 
throughout the world have at least enough to eat to conduct an active and healthy life 
in dignity. To realise this vision it is essential, and indeed possible that the hungry be 
enabled to either produce what they need or to express their needs in the market 
place.  
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Summary of Discussion    

The audience was composed of national and international attendants, representatives 
of Syrian Ministries and institutions as well as Arab and international organizations. 
They actively participated in the forum by asking questions and offering cues for 
debate. The summary of this discussion was as follows:  

State of food security in Syria 

The Director of the Center made an intervention clarifying the state of food security 
in Syria. He pointed out that Syria is one of the most food secure of all LDCs, and that 
it is approaching to the developed countries in terms of average calorie availability. 
The average achieved was 3000 kcal/person/day in 1999, though it was characterized 
by drought and scarcity of rains. The situation was even better in previous years 
nearly reaching the average 3200 kcal/person/day. He mentioned also that that the 
Syrian diet mainly depends on cereals (wheat) and legumes representing between 
70% and 80%.  

Currently, expanding efforts are being made in the country to improve the national 
economic development, in parallel with rural development and women 
empowerment, to encourage their participation in the development process; and 
other related issues. 

Insufficient efforts in fighting against hunger 

Little is said and less is done to put an end to the suffering of the hungry populations. 
The problem is not so much a lack of food as a lack of political will. The hungry and 
poor people live in rural areas of LDCs far from the vision of the media and the public 
in the developed countries. They lack political power to strongly influence, even by 
peaceful means, the governments, or to express clearly their needs.  

However, they are not completely ignored, many economists have dedicated efforts to 
gathering information concerning food security, in order to find out proper 
resolutions to alleviate the suffering of those who are food insecure and to assist them 
to eliminate both poverty and hunger and to improve the quality of their lives. 
Nevertheless, the execution and success of anti–hunger procedures requires the 
continued support and commitment of the governments at both the national and 
international levels. This itself requires pressure to be applied on these governments 
by the poor (and particularly the rural poor) themselves. Gaining perennial 
assurances of this support is, however, problematic.  

Agricultural investments and rural development 

Increasing agricultural investments and the encouragement of rural development 
programs, particularly in food-insecure rural areas of the developing world, are the 
key solutions to deal with poverty and hunger effectively. Furthermore, it is 
important that the rural areas are developed so that the rural-urban migration is 
limited. Actually, increasing food production in the developing countries would be 
the basis on which to build their food security. 

As regards the specialty of agricultural investments and the endogenous rural 
development, they are risky, require prolonged processes, and make it difficult even 
for governments to invest in. Such processes require extensive capital; waiting 
prolonged periods for outcomes to be realized; furthermore, the returns attained are 
lower than from other investments. Moreover, no singular government would like to 
go through these procedures, because it may not survive to benefit from such costly 
development, and the benefits potentially occurring during the term of another 
governmental party. Therefore, the development process is usually regulated by 
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legislative framework through long term plans to be adhered by consecutive 
administrations.  

This crucial issue should have a top priority in LDCs. The task ahead of them is as 
follows. At a national level, governments should increase the share of agricultural 
investments in public expenditure, for example the supply of water to arid areas 
(drought ranks as the single most common cause of severe food shortages in the 
majority of these countries). At an international level, governments should seek for 
international support. In this concern, the Technical Commission of the ‘United 
Nations Conference for Finance' promised to invest more in several projects. To 
enhance agricultural growth and productivity FAO proposed to divide costs 
adequately between the governments of countries where hunger is a problem and 
donor countries.   

Rich countries and combating hunger 

The oft-repeated dictum, “let him pass, let him work” in relation to migration, used 
by the economists during the last two centuries, is no longer accepted in many rich 
countries. There is no longer global solidarity for everyone to be offered the same 
opportunity to work. It is important therefore that internal problems of employment 
in developing countries are addressed initially. In America and Europe, several 
procedures have been taken recently in the attempt to stop accession of more 
migrants from other countries. It is preferred to help the poor inside their community 
in their countries rather than by supporting the creation of more work opportunities 
outside of it.  

Recently, FAO has endorsed proposals to forge an international alliance against 
hunger that would be a forum for exchanges within the international community and 
be composed of national alliances, the latter gathering national governments, civil 
society organizations, the private sector and concerned individuals.  

WTO’s role in food security 

The positive role that is being played by the World Trade Organization in establishing 
and improving a rules-based international agricultural trading system should not be 
underestimated. Development of world agricultural trade carries multiple 
advantages, impacting positively on food security in many countries. Trade 
liberalization has winners and losers. Generally, increased and more open trade 
allows food to move from areas where it is in surplus to areas of deficit, provided that 
the importing country can access foreign exchange to pay for it. As noticed, the 
prevalence of undernourishment is lower in countries, which have opened their 
borders and integrated with other countries in agricultural trade.  

FAO's role in gathering census data and information 

The FAO supports and finances different projects in developing and transition 
countries. A particular type of projects seeks to help these countries in gathering 
relevant data, including those needed to build and make practical use of national food 
insecurity and vulnerability information and mapping systems (FIVIMS). Each 
country is called upon to identify the poor and disadvantaged and their geographical 
dispersion by using geographic information system (GIS) technology. This method 
helps to construct detailed poverty maps of the country. These maps can be combined 
with other geo-referenced data to highlight areas where hunger and poverty overlap 
with other social, economic and environmental problems. This information can then 
be used to design programmes that address specific local problems. 

Nutrition improvement and population growth 
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Ensuring adequate nutrition for every citizen, in terms of quantity and quality, is vital 
for good health and long life expectancy. It is fully compatible with continuing 
population growth. Not only does the world have enough potential to ensure access to 
food for a growing population, but good nutrition may even contribute to bring down 
the population pressure in the longer run. Although the determinants of population 
growth are multifaceted, it is not unrealistic to assume that absence of hunger and 
food insecurity, which contributes to higher life expectancy of children, may reduce 
parents’ desire to have more children as an insurance against their own risks of 
helplessness at higher age.  

Balancing undernourishment and overnourishment  
Undernutrition and overnourishment can exist in parallel within a society. Each of 
these problems must be addressed through appropriate measures in its own way. The 
lecturer noted that policy makers and experts often tended to consider hunger as a 
primary problem linked to poverty which should be addressed with higher priority 
than problems of overnourishment which concerned mainly better-off people and 
were often self-chosen. While recognizing such positions he recalled that a significant 
number overweight people are poor and that their inadequate nutritional status was 
often beyond their control. Moreover, the rapid expansion of chronic diseases 
resulting from overweight was causing enormous costs to the public health system 
which alone was reason for state action. He therefore recommended that all forms of 
malnutrition should be of concern to public policy and be addressed by adequate 
nutrition research, education and interventions in the countries concerned, including 
Syria. 
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Annex (2) Presentation Slides and Notes 
 

Assessment of the world food 
security situation 

- with a Near East Perspective -

H. de Haen
National Agricultural Policy Center (NAPC), 

Damascus,12 December 2006

Food Security
- World Food Summit Definition -

‘Food security exists when all people, at all 
times, 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’

Food Security
prevailing concepts and indicators

• Average Calorie Availability
(from food balance sheets)

• Chronical Undernourishment
(FAO method)

• Underweight of chidren (anthroprometric
measure published by WHO and UNICEF)

• Hidden Hunger
(micronutrient deficiencies)

• Overnourishment

Average Calorie Availability
(kcal/person/day, 2001 - 2003)

Trend and Projections of 
Average Calorie Availability

(kcal/person/day) *

327029003323Transition
Countries

*Source: FAO (2006)
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Trends and Projections in per caput
Food Consumption by Region
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Chronical Undernourishment

The FAO method 

refers to those whose
dietary energy consumption

is insufficient  for

body weight
maintenance /
child growth

work 
performance

Food consumption distribution

unimodal

mean food
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skewed

cut-off
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%
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Chronic Undernourishment
the latest FAO data Reduction of Hunger

- The world is not on track -
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Will the two hunger reduction
targets be reached by 2015? 

Source: FAO 2006 (World Agriculture Towards 2030/2050)
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Hidden Hunger
(micronutrient deficiencies)

• Children and mothers are the most affected
• Vitamin A: 100-140 million children with impaired

immune system and reduced vision (250-
500.000 blinded each year) 

• Iodine: 20 million people worldwide mentally
handicapped; 100000 babies borne with
irreversible brain damage

• Iron: anaemia most wide-spread, causing 10-
15% reduced productivity and maternal death

Under- and malnutrition increase
likelihood of child disease and death

Hunger during pregnancy –
irriversible damage throughout life

High benefit of avoiding underweight at birth Overnourishment – a growing
problem world-wide

• Global situation
– Overweight: more than 1 billion persons.
– Obese: 300 million persons.

• Main consequences: 
– chronic diseases, incl. type 2 diabetes, cardiovascular

diseases, hypertension and some forms of cancer.

• Main causes:
– Over-consumption of energy dense foods, high in 

saturated fats and sugars.
– Reduced physical activity. 
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Obesity prevalence in selected countries
Summary

• One in six of the developing world’s population suffers 
from chronical hunger

• Many more suffer hidden hunger
• Overweight a growing problem
• The developing world as a group is not making progress 

towards the WFS target
• Examples of success exist in all regions
• Near East and North Africa: adequate food security, but

not in all countries
• Efforts to reach the target must be stepped up by applying 

lessons learnt. 

Lessons in hunger reduction

• Peace, stability and good governance are 
essential.

• Action to reduce poverty and hunger must 
go hand in hand.

• Growth based on agriculture is critical.
• Safety net programs for meeting 

immediate hunger needs are also crucial.
• Trade can support hunger reduction.

Source: FAO

Developments in Near East and 
NorthAfrica during the 1990s
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Enough is known how to fight 
hunger and other forms of 

malnutrition
• Hunger:

– Twin-track strategies
• Micronutrient Deficiencies

– Diversification
– Supplemetation
– Fortification

• Overweight and Obesity
– Adapt diets and life style to urbanization and 

demographic change

Benefits of Reducing Hunger
- some estimates -

Saving expenditure on nutrition related diseases
in developing countries

30 billlion US$ per year

More future production as a result of better
nourished children and mothers

220 million DALYs saved
500 billion US$ present value of future income gains

Reaching the WFS Goal:
120 billion US$ additional GDP per year

Net Benefits of eliminating hunger
clearly exceed the costs

• FAO: Halving Hunger until 2015
– Public costs: 24 billion US$ per year
– Benefits: 120 billion US$ per year

• Reducing Micronutrient Deficiencies
– Benefit-cost ratios between 5:1 and 200:1

Conclusions

• Hunger is costly and reduces economic 
growth

• To fight hunger and poverty: 
– invest in livelihoods of the poor: agriculture 

and rural areas
– target children and mothers

• Reducing hunger is precondition for 
reaching most MDGs

• Fighting hunger is realization of a 
fundamental human right

Conclusions for Near East and 
North Africa (1)

• Lowest prevalence of undernourishment 
(9%) of all developing regions.
– high incomes; food imports; food 

subsidies, low poverty levels.

• Many are approaching nutritional situation of 
industrialized countries
– > 3000 kcal/person/day; 
– low prevalence of hunger; 
– Overweight and diet-related chronic 

diseases

Conclusions for Near East and 
North Africa (2)

• But: Food insecurity in some countries:
– Low food supplies, high prevalence of hunger, instability 

(Yemen, Iraq, Afghanistan)
– Food security adequate but worsening in some countries 

(e.g. Jordan). 

• Factors of importance for food security:
– Oil prices
– Investment in rural areas
– Water
– Social safety nets
– Food imports
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