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Executive Summary

The crisis is not over. Even though global 
food prices are falling, local prices have 
continued to increase or have remained at 
their inflated level in most vulnerable coun-
tries, putting millions of people at risk.
Despite no clear global increase in acute 
malnutrition, high prices consistently forced 
families to adopt damaging coping strate-
gies to maintain staple food consumption; 
‘seasonality’ shows that this can have long-
term implications for poverty, vulnerability 
and malnutrition.
Context matters; urgent funding is needed 
to translate global policy into effective re-
sponses addressing the needs of those 
most affected and most vulnerable.
Interventions must be inclusive, coordinat-
ed and comprehensive, addressing both 
agricultural production and nutrition in tan-
dem, both in the short and long-run at the 
global, national and local level. 

At the end of 2007 and early 2008, interna-
tional food and oil prices soared. FAO esti-
mates that the high cost of food has pushed 

the number of people suffering from hunger from 850 
million in 2005 to 963 million today, threatening to 
undo any progress made towards achieving Millen-
nium Development Goals 1 and 4. Even though glo-
bal food prices are now falling, domestic prices have 
continued to increase or have remained at their in-
flated level for most vulnerable countries, putting mil-
lions at risk. The Global Food Price Crisis is not over.

Warnings from our country teams that the annual, 
seasonal rise in admissions rates to feeding pro-
grammes was beginning earlier than normal, prompt-
ed Action Against Hunger to launch an evaluation of 
the impact of high and volatile global food prices on 
households in the Central African Republic, Ethiopia, 
Liberia and Sierra Leone. By integrating our findings 
with the global policy debate, this report seeks to an-
swer five basic questions:

What caused the Food Price Crisis? 
Who is vulnerable? 
What happens when food prices rise? 
What has been done?
What needs to be done? 

What caused the global food crisis?
The Food Crisis emerged from a combination of short, 
medium and long-term factors (on both the demand 
and supply side). Long-term factors included popu-
lation growth, urbanisation, growth of middle-income 
economies, reduced stock levels, lack of investment 
in agriculture and climate change, while crop failures 
in major exporting nations, increasing fuel prices and 
bio-fuel production represent some of the short and 
medium-term factors. While causes have been large-
ly agreed upon, their relative importance and abso-
lute impact are hard to determine.   

Who is vulnerable?
Not all governments, countries and people have 
been affected equally. Vulnerability depends largely 
on four factors:

State vulnerability. High food prices increase import 
bills and affect public spending and macro-econom-
ic stability, with long-term implications for poverty.
The degree high global prices translate into high do-
mestic prices. Physical, political and human geogra-
phy can limit or exacerbate the impact of global food 
costs on domestic prices.   
A household’s position as a net food-buyer or net 
food-seller. High food prices may come to the bene-
fit of net food sellers, but the majority of poor house-
holds, including ‘subsistence’ farmers, rely on the 
market for most of the year.
Wealth and the proportion of household income 
spent on food. Household wealth provides a buffer 
to the constraints high food prices impose on family 
budgets – poorer groups can spend over 80 percent 
of their income on food, and these groups will be 
significantly affected in the short and long-term.

Other dimensions of vulnerability to high and volatile 
food prices include timing of food price rises relative 
to the harvest, susceptibility to malnutrition (women 
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and children are most at risk) and marginalisation 
(whether groups, countries or even regions are over-
looked or intentionally excluded from social protec-
tion policies and interventions). Case studies sum-
marising Action Against Hunger research in Bangui, 
Central African Republic (CAR) and Freetown, Sierra 
Leone further investigate the dimensions of vulner-
ability.

Central African Republic: Food prices in Bangui in-
creased only moderately. Though there was no sta-
tistically significant increase in malnutrition rates, 
higher prices had some impact on households who 
responded by decreasing dietary diversity. 

Sierra Leone: Research from Freetown demonstrates 
the importance of context. Overall, prices rose sig-
nificantly, dietary diversity and quantity of food were 
reduced, and there were suggestions that levels of 
malnutrition increased. However, price increases, 
malnutrition rates and changes in diet varied dramati-
cally between the five research sites within the city, 
divided by little more than a few kilometres. 

What happens when food prices rise?
Decades of research and observation show that re-
duced dietary diversity can have long-term implica-
tions for poverty, vulnerability and malnutrition. ‘Sea-
sonality’ describes regular, seasonal fluctuations in 
various dimensions of poverty and wellbeing. High 
food prices, disease rates, energy expenditure due 
to intensity of agricultural labour and powerlessness 
compound on one-another during the hunger season 
causing malnutrition rates to rise.

When faced with high seasonal food prices, poorer 
families usually ‘cope’ by first rationing and reducing 
the quality of food consumed, often skipping meals 
or seeking alternative income sources like gathering 
firewood. As food insecurity intensifies, households 
adopt more damaging coping strategies such as the 
sale of assets. Steadily depleted assets can increase 
household vulnerability to price rises in later years 
as coping mechanisms become more limited. There 
is substantial evidence which strongly suggests that 
this degradation of assets was a major factor behind 

the severe food crises in Niger (2005) and Malawi 
(2001). The question is whether households respond-
ed to global price increases in the same manner.

Action Against Hunger research implies the answer 
is unequivocally ‘yes’: all country studies showed 
households were restricting food consumption and 
limiting dietary diversity. Studies carried out by the 
World Food Programme (WFP) support our findings, 
revealing a striking similarity between coping strat-
egies adapted in response to global and seasonal 
price rises.  

The impact of global price increases on malnutrition 
is less clear, despite households adopting similar 
coping strategies. Only non-significant increases in 
malnutrition and under-five mortality rates were re-
corded in CAR, while longitudinal statistics were una-
vailable for Sierra Leone and Liberia where reports 
suggested malnutrition rates were rising in early 
2008. Malnutrition rates did increase in selected dis-
tricts in Ethiopia. 

Ethiopia: high food prices have led to significant de-
terioration in terms-of-trade between income sources 
and staple food prices (particularly maize, though 
kocho prices remained stable). In the Southern Na-
tions, Nationalities and People’s Region malnutrition 
rates and under-five mortality rates have increased 
dramatically since late 2007. No similar data is avail-
able from the Somali Regional State, where pastoral-
ists were selling more, and more valuable assets to 
purchase food.

Even if global food price increases have not yet been 
followed by a worldwide increase in malnutrition there 
is cause for concern. Households across the world 
are spending a greater proportion of their income on 
food, reducing staple food consumption and restrict-
ing dietary diversity in reaction to high food prices. 
Reduction in dietary diversity will cause micronutrient 
deficiencies which can have long term adverse effects 
on the physical and mental development of children. 
Coping strategies may begin to wear thin, and vulner-
ability during the hunger season will increase as food 
stocks and assets are exhausted quicker. Reduced 
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buffers and greater vulnerability to price shocks can 
cause widespread, acute food insecurity and famine. 
The international community must act now to prevent 
a future crisis of malnutrition.

What has been done?
Increasing food prices triggered riots in 30 countries 
and increased media attention in early 2008, provok-
ing an international response. To date, the interna-
tional community has mostly engaged in policy de-
bate – developing the Comprehensive Framework 
for Action (CFA) and conceptualising a Global Part-
nership on Agriculture and Food Security (GPAFS). 
Multilaterals, particularly the United Nations and the 
International Financial Institutions, have also been 
active and represent the most powerful actors in the 
politics of hunger. National governments reacted 
more quickly than the international community, but 
were often constrained in their capacity to implement 
effective interventions. Overall, the response to the 
Global Food Price Crisis has been too little too late.

Comprehensive Framework for Action: Written by the 
High-Level Task Force on the Global Food Crisis to 
establish a common strategy on how to respond to 
the global food crisis in a coherent and coordinated 
way, the CFA draws together recent debates sur-
rounding agriculture, economics, development stud-
ies, food security and nutrition to provide a platform 
for a holistic and unified response to high and vola-
tile food prices. However, the CFA lacks leadership 
and prioritisation, has no guaranteed funding, is si-
lent on the monitoring process and stands without 
the voice of affected governments and peoples of 
the South.

Global Partnership on Agriculture and Food Security 
(GPAFS): First suggested by France and the Unit-
ed Kingdom at the Rome Summit in June 2008, the 
GPAFS remains a concept for a new architecture to 
combat hunger and food insecurity, whose first mis-
sion will be to ensure global food security remains a 
global political priority. Action Against Hunger, Save 
the Children, Concern, Care International and Tear-
fund (2008) articulated, in a joint statement, four criti-
cal elements needed to form the Global Partnership:

Higher priority for malnutrition   
Adequate funding from donors
A needs-driven approach with clear mutual 
accountability between partners 
An audible voice of civil society 

United Nations: In early 2008, the WFP provided the 
most effective response of any UN body, triggered, 
in part, by substantially reduced purchasing power in 
the food aid market. The Food and Agriculture Or-
ganisation also features as a principle force behind 
the CFA and the global debate surrounding the Food 
Crisis, while the International Fund for Agricultural 
Development (IFAD) requested substantial funds to 
reinvigorate agriculture. The success of WFP and the 
absence of UNICEF from global policy debate dem-
onstrates how food aid remains the only large-scale 
response to hunger endorsed by donors. More coor-
dination and interaction between these UN agencies 
is needed to enable effective interventions.

International Financial Institutions: the World Bank 
and International Monetary Fund (IMF) have focused 
on national vulnerabilities, protecting governments 
by providing grants to minimise the impact on nation-
al trade balance and public spending. Further loans 
have been issued to support social protection pro-
grammes and food distributions. Though the World 
Bank has been more flexible in its conditionality, the 
IMF continues to hold back much needed funds.

National Governments: Although frequently excluded 
from the global debate, national governments have 
responded with a number of market, social protec-
tion and agriculture interventions. Export restrictions 
in a number of countries have impacted food prices 
in nations reliant on food imports. Increasing concern 
about future food security has prompted many mid-
dle-income countries to lease or buy large tracts of 
land abroad for food production. 

Liberia: In response to the food crisis the Liberian 
Government introduced a number of long and short-
term measures including supplementary feeding pro-
grammes, export bans, a ceiling price for rice and 
suspending import taxes on rice; negotiations with 
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several countries for in-kind financial aid and agricul-
tural interventions also took place.

What needs to be done?
Action Against Hunger supports initiatives aimed at 
improving agriculture, but insists that bolstering food 
production will not be sufficient to eradicate hunger. A 
package of programmes to provide social protection 
and treatment of malnutrition is needed to support 
peoples who rely on the market for food. These tools 
are most effective if deployed under a seasonally-
sensitive framework. In the short-run, the priority is to 
scale-up treatment of malnutrition.

Essential proven interventions in the fight against 
hunger: food reserves, community-based manage-
ment of severe acute malnutrition, growth promotion 
programs, employment guarantee schemes, social 
pensions, food aid and index-linked food and cash 
transfers. Provided projects are carefully designed, 
these tools can be used to successfully preserve live-
lihoods and mitigate the risks of malnutrition.

If the international community intends to eradicate 
hunger, fundamental changes need to be made to 
the global aid architecture and political attitudes to-
wards malnutrition and poverty in general. What must 
change to enable successful interventions:

Hunger and malnutrition must become a priority
More funding is required
The right to food must be established and 
enforceable by those suffering from hunger
Surveillance of food security and malnutrition 
must improve and be linked to implementation
And the politics of malnutrition must be 
understood, accepted and included in policy 
design  

This type of change will not happen overnight, but that 
does not mean actions cannot be taken immediately. 
NGOs, donors and governments can take significant 
strides towards reducing hunger. In the medium-term, 
relevant groups can adopt a seasonally-sensitive ap-
proach to malnutrition and food security programmes. 
Pre-positioning resources prior to the hunger season 

would allow for quick interventions to protect assets 
and save lives. In earlier work, Action Against Hun-
ger estimated that a ‘minimum essential package’ for 
fighting seasonal hunger would cost between US$40 
and US$70 billion per annum, integrating malnutrition 
treatments with social protection schemes.

More immediate funding could be donated to scaling-
up malnutrition. Despite recent improvements through 
the community-based approach, to date, only 9 per-
cent of children with severe acute malnutrition (SAM) 
have access to treatment with ready-to-use thera-
peutic foods (RUTFs) (ACF and MSF 2009). Suc-
cessful scaling up requires integrating the treatment 
of SAM into primary health care, strengthening health 
systems, increasing availability of ready-to-use ther-
apeutic foods possibly through local production and 
commitment of donors for more and predictable fund-
ing. A pilot investment costing US$70 to US$140 mil-
lion to treat one million children in five priority coun-
tries, Ethiopia, Kenya, Malawi, Niger and Zambia, 
is proposed. If successful, this could be used as an 
example for scaling up in other countries.

Conclusion
Despite no clear, statistically significant increase in 
acute malnutrition globally there is cause for con-
cern. Ethiopia shows that in some regions, food in-
security is translating into higher rates of malnutri-
tion. In other areas, households have consistently 
reduced the quality and quantity of food consumed 
in response to higher food prices. This will have 
adverse effects on micronutrient status, as well as 
impacting the physical and mental development of 
children. Should high food prices persist, and cop-
ing strategies become more damaging, vulnerability 
to future shocks and seasonal price fluctuations will 
increase. If action is not taken now, high food prices 
will trap millions of children in a downward spiral of 
poverty and malnutrition. 
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and impacts of the food price rises began to material-
ise. Combating hunger and reinvigorating agriculture 
resurfaced as global priorities.

At the peak of the Global Food Price ‘Crisis’, 
grain prices soared on international markets - a 
ton of wheat cost US$461; rice US$1,038; maize 
US$311.11 (FAO 2008b). High food costs were com-
pounded by a record nominal price of oil (reaching 
US$147 a barrel) adding further strain to many de-
veloping economies (Energy Information Adminis-
tration 2008). While prices have since dropped (see 
figure 1.1), experts continue to debate whether food 
prices will return to their initial low levels or not (AL-
NAP 2008); recent evidence from the World Food 
Programme (WFP 2008b) shows that amongst the 
thirty-six most vulnerable countries, prices at the na-
tional level have continued to rise in ten, remained 
at their inflated level in twenty-two and have only 
fallen in four. The crisis is not over for the millions of 
poor people going hungry, and we must strive to find 
solutions immediately.

UN Secretary General, Ban Ki-Moon stresses that 
high food prices represent a significant threat to 
achieving the Millennium Development Goals (MDG) 
(Hough 2008) – particularly to MDG 1 and 4, eradicat-
ing extreme poverty and hunger and reducing child 
mortality. The Food and Agriculture Organisation 
(FAO 2008d) estimates that the high cost of food has 
pushed the number of people suffering from hunger 
from 850 million in 2005 to 963 million today. Simi-
larly, the World Bank (2008a) warned last April that 

1.  Introduction

The crisis is not over. Even though global 
food prices are falling, local prices have 
continued to increase or have remained at 
their inflated level in most vulnerable coun-
tries, putting millions of people at risk.
Despite no clear global increase in acute 
malnutrition, high prices consistently forced 
families to adopt damaging coping strate-
gies to maintain staple food consumption; 
‘seasonality’ shows that this can have long-
term implications for poverty, vulnerability 
and malnutrition.
Context matters; urgent funding is needed 
to translate global policy into effective, tar-
geted responses addressing the needs of 
those most affected and most vulnerable.
Interventions must be inclusive, coordinat-
ed and comprehensive, addressing both 
agricultural production and nutrition in tan-
dem, both in the short and long-run at the 
global, national and local level. 
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Figure 1.1: FAO food price indices (January 2007 – December 2008)
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Information Administration 2008

“Cheap no more” is the resounding conclusion pre-
sented by the International Financial Institutions 
(Buntrock 2007). Dependable sources of cheap food 
are at an end after a decade of low prices. In early 
2008, especially rapid price rises led to riots in over 
30 countries (see figure 1.2 overleaf) and increased 
media attention, sparking an international frenzy and 
calls for action. Reports on the various dimensions 



the high food prices could push a further 100 million 
people into poverty. While these figures provide good 
estimates, they are based on macro statistics and 
economic modelling and are largely un-insightful.

Hunger is a global concern but an individual emer-
gency – it is a violation of the basic human right to 
food (see Article 25 of the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights). High food prices will have serious 
implications for malnutrition. Malnutrition is not static 
throughout the year, but seasonal, rising during the 
annual hunger season when food is scarce, prices 
high and rains usher in disease and intense agri-
cultural labour. Warnings from our country teams2 
that the annual, seasonal rise in admissions rates 
to feeding programmes was beginning earlier than 
normal in 2008, prompted Action Against Hunger to 

launch an evaluation of the impact of high and vola-
tile global food prices on households in the Central 
African Republic, Ethiopia, Liberia and Sierra Leone. 
By integrating our findings with the global policy de-
bate, this report seeks to answer four basic ques-
tions: what caused the Food Price Crisis? Who is 
vulnerable? Do high food prices translate into higher 
rates of malnutrition? What needs to be done? Three 
findings are especially relevant to policy-makers and 
international donors:

Following eight years of real price increases, the 
exceptionally high food prices in late 2007 and 
early 2008 were caused by a succession of short, 
medium and long-term factors on both the sup-
ply and demand-side. Food prices are expected 
to remain above the 2004 average and have yet 

1.  Introduction

2 Exceptionally fast price rises were reported by our teams in Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Burkina Faso, Burma, Chad, Ethiopia, Haiti, Liberia, Mongolia, 
Sierra Leone, Somalia and Zimbabwe.
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Figure 1.2: Map depicting countries experiencing civil unrest and countries imposing export restrictions
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to decline in many developing countries, despite 
falling on the international commodity markets.

Context is crucial. Not all governments, coun-
tries and people have been affected equally. 
Vulnerability of people depends predominantly 
on integration into the global market, wealth (in 
terms of income and assets) and their position 
as a net food seller or a net food buyer. Variation 
of vulnerability extends beyond the national level 
and can be visible even within a small, localised 
area.

Despite no clear increase in severe malnutrition 
on a global scale, high prices have consistently 
forced families to adopt damaging coping strate-
gies to maintain staple food consumption. These 
coping mechanisms are virtually identical to 
those employed by households during the ‘hun-
ger season’. ‘Seasonality’ shows that this can 
have long-term implications for poverty, vulner-
ability and malnutrition.

These findings must be acknowledged when design-
ing adequate interventions. The importance of local 
context urges organisations and governments to 
avoid a blanket response and target specific needs 
and vulnerabilities, where possible. The similarity of 
household responses to high food prices and sea-
sonal price fluctuations is both worrying and encour-
aging – many counter-seasonal interventions have 
had proven success in recent years and can be 
quickly budgeted into national and international ac-
tion plans. 

To date the international response to high and vola-
tile food price has been ineffectual. The successful 
campaign of WFP in early 2008 to compensate for 
their falling purchasing power on the international 
food market shows that food aid remains the only 
large-scale intervention supported by the internation-
al community – ironically, also the most dependent 
on the international price of food. The international 
community must respond now if it is to avoid a poten-

tial crisis of poverty and malnutrition. Action Against 
Hunger urges donors to provide the necessary funds 
to immediately establish a pilot intervention to com-
prehensively tackle high prices and malnutrition in 
five priority countries.

 

1.  Introduction



2.  What Caused the Global 
2.  Food Price Crisis?
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2.  What Caused the Global Food Price Crisis?

The “Global Food Price Crisis” or “Global Food 
Crisis” refers to the dramatic increase in food 
prices on the international markets in 2007 and 

2008, threatening economic and political security in a 
number of countries and significantly restricting access 
to food for many of the world’s poorest people. Figure 
2.1 overleaf paints a basic picture of the evolution of the 
food price crisis from September 2007 to January 2009. 
However, it is unfair to classify last year’s crisis as sud-
den – food prices have been steadily rising since 2001 
(see annex 1).

The Food Crisis emerged from a combination of short, 
medium and long-term factors, on both the demand 
and supply side (see table 2.1). Long-term structural 
factors have led to the steady depletion of food stocks 
since the mid-1970s and contributed to a gradual rise 
in food prices over the past eight years. The trend was 
exacerbated in 2007 and 2008 by a number of short 
and medium-term factors, including rising oil prices and 
increased demand for bio-fuels. Though not an exhaus-
tive list, these factors are discussed here, demonstrat-
ing the depth and intricacies of the current food crisis. 
The International Development Committee (2008) claim 
food production may need to increase by 50 percent by 
2030 to ensure global food security.     

Population growth
As long as the human population continues to grow, de-
mand for food will grow with it. The world’s population 
doubled between 1959 and 1999 and currently stands 

at an estimated 6.7 billion people (US Census Bureau 
2008). If population growth continues at its current rate 
of 1.19 percent, the global population will double again 
within 60 years (CIA 2008).  

Urbanisation
The world’s urban population is growing four times 
faster than the rural population (World Resources In-
stitute 2008). In 2007 the world’s urban population 
equalled the rural for the first time in history. Urban-
biased development policies benefiting urban con-
sumers over rural producers, as described by Lipton 
(1977), emphasise low consumer prices and neglect-
ed rural producers. The combination of increased ur-
banisation and dependency on the global market, 
and neglected national agricultural sectors will con-
tinue to put significant strain on global food security.

Growth of middle-income economies 
The increasing urban population has been coupled with 
greater wealth and improved disposable incomes of 
citizens in a number of countries, particularly in China 
and India. Improved incomes are often associated with 
changes in diet. Buntrock (2007) neatly explains that 
while grain consumption is closely linked with popula-
tion growth, demand for meat is associated with eco-
nomic growth. In China, the average person consumes 
150 percent more meat today than in 1985; depending 
on the livestock, anything up to eight kilos of cereals 
are needed to produce a single kilo of meat (Buntrock 
2007). Demand for livestock fodder has been increas-
ing demand for grain an additional 1-2 percent per an-
num since the 1980s (Buntrock 2007). 

Long-Term Short-Term

  Population growth
  Urbanisation
  Growth of middle-income economies
  Growing transparency of agricultural markets
  Reduced stock levels
  Lack of investment in agriculture in developing 
  countries
  Climate Change

  Crop failures in major exporting nations 
  (including Australia and Canada)
  Increasing fuel prices 
  Bio-fuel production
  Export restrictions

Demand-side Supply-side Demand-side and Supply-side

Table 2.1: Probable causes of the Global Food Price Crisis

2.1  Long-Term Factors
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Figure 2.1: Timeline of the major visible events of the Food Price Crisis 

Production Civil Society Action Responses

Sept.: The worst drought in a 
generation cuts Australia’s summer 
wheat harvest to below 20 million 
tonnes.

Sept. 7: Vietnam, the world’s third-
biggest rice exporter, restricts rice 
exports to slow inflation.

Jan. 1: China restricts exports of 
wheat, corn and rice.

Mar. 17: India halts all exports of non-
basmati rice and extends an export 
ban on other crops, including beans.

Mar. 28: Vietnam extends rice export 
ban. 

Feb. 8: The US American Bakers 
Association requests the Department 
of Agriculture to curb wheat exports.

Feb. 27: Three-day protest over high 
food prices in Cameroon. 
At least four people die.

Apr. 4: Riots over rising food prices in 
Haiti kill at least three people. April 12 
The Prime Minister is forced to step-
down in an attempt to calm riots. 

Apr. 12: 10,000 workers in 
Bangladesh destroy vehicles and 
vandalise factories, demanding higher 
wages to cover food costs.

Feb. 25: WFP announces budget 
shortfall of $500 million due to price 
rises. This figure was increased to 
$755 million in March.
Mar.: Filipino authorities prosecute 
rice hoarders.

Apr. 14: U.N. Secretary-General Ban 
Ki-moon declares that the global food 
price crisis has reached “emergency 
proportions.”

Apr. 30: Thailand announces the 
creation of the Organisation of Rice 
Exporting Countries able to organize a 
price-fixing cartel for rice. 

20
07

20
08

May 2: U.S. President George W. 
Bush announces an extra $770 million 
funding for international food aid.

May 23: The WFP meets funding 
target of $755 million with a $500 
million donation from Saudi Arabia.
June 3-5: High-Level Conference 
on World Food Security. Pledge of 
$1.2 billion in food aid. Release of a 
Comprehensive Framework for Action 
(CFA).
For Info: September: The Financial 
Crisis hits as Lehman Brothers 
declare bankruptcy and overshadows 
the food crisis.

Jan. 26-27: High-Level Meeting on 
Food Security for All to be held in 
Madrid.

Apr. 22: Thailand, the world’s largest 
rice exporter, considers rice export 
restrictions. A World Bank official 
likens the move to OPEC’s control of 
oil.

20
09

2.  what caused the global food price crisis?
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Reduced stock levels
The short-term impacts of poor cereal harvests in 
a number of countries in 2007 (explained below) 
were exacerbated by significantly depleted global 
food stocks – now at only two months of global con-
sumption (Institute for Agriculture and Trade 2008). 
Global food stocks have been decreasing since the 
mid-1970s (see annex 2). The reduction of stocks 
has been especially rapid since the 1995 food price 
spike, after which stocks have been declining by an 
average of 3.4 percent per annum (FAO 2008e). Low 
reserves mean even minor changes in supply have a 
major impact on prices.

Lack of investment in agriculture
Shifts in the dominant economic and development 
paradigms from the 1970s till today diverted the 
focus of donors away from agriculture (Dresrüsse 
1995). The share of Official Development Assist-
ance (ODA) to agriculture has declined from 18 
percent in 1980 to 4 percent today (World Bank 
2007). DfID’s investment in agriculture fell from al-
most £50 million to under £20 million from 1996/97 
to 2005/06 (UK Food Group 2008). The emergence 
of the Washington Consensus, market-led growth 
models and the era of Structural Adjustment Poli-
cies significantly reduced the capacity of govern-
ments to support the agricultural sector and pro-
tect citizens from domestic food price fluctuations 
(Dresrüsse 1995).

Growing speculation in agricultural commodity 
markets 
Speculation in agricultural commodity prices has in-
creased with the deregulation and improved trans-
parency of commodity markets (see annex 3 for a 
brief explanation of speculation and futures markets). 
Today, it is possible, not only to complete a transac-
tion based on an agreed future price for a future de-
livery of commodities, but also to sell these contracts 
on the futures market. Food commodity market pric-
es are now more volatile, free to move with greater 
autonomy from supply and demand. The belief that 
rising food and oil prices would continue to increase 
drew large volumes of money from investors raising 
demand for futures and driving food prices up fur-

ther (IFPRI 2008c; Institute for Agriculture and Trade 
2008). The global financial crisis is leading more 
hedge funds and speculators to enter the commod-
ity markets as other forms of investments become 
increasingly risky (Wahl 2008).

Climate change 
Climate change is real and already impacting liveli-
hoods and food production. Severe drought in Aus-
tralia was a major trigger behind the sharp spike 
in prices in 2007/08. Changes in rainfall and tem-
perature will continue to have major implications for 
agricultural production - the Institute for Agriculture 
and Trade (2008) reports that rain-fed agricultural 
production in Africa may halve by 2020 as seasons 
become less reliable. It has been estimated that an 
increase in temperature of more than 3°C may cause 
food prices to increase by as much as 40 percent 
(Cohen et al. 2008). High food prices are another 
reminder of the fragility of our planet, and of the dan-
gers we will face in the future if drastic action is not 
taken immediately.

Crop failures in major exporting nations
Production failure in major grain (particularly 
wheat) exporting countries is cited as the single 
most important short-term factor behind the food 
price rises in 2007/08 by FAO (2008e). Australia, 
Argentina and the USA all experienced weather-
related losses, significantly affecting global supply 
(Institute for Trade and Agriculture 2008). World ce-
real production declined by 4 percent in 2005 and 
7 percent in 2006, while both Canada and Australia 
experienced yields 20 percent lower than the norm 
in 2007 (FAO 2008e). US maize production later 
increased in response to high prices, but other 
countries have not experienced similar supply re-
sponses (FAO 2008e).  

Increasing fuel prices 
High oil prices were behind much of the increase 
in food costs (Institute of Agriculture and Trade 
2008). Nominal crude oil prices reached record 
highs in 2008, peaking at over US$140 per barrel 

2.2  Short/Medium-Term Factors

2.  what caused the global food price crisis?
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(nominal price) in July. High oil prices increase the 
cost of nitrogen-based fertilisers (from an indexed 
value of 118 in 2000 to 204 in 2006) and raised 
the cost of transporting food (ODI 2008). 

Bio-fuel production 
High oil prices also impacted food prices by im-
proving the viability of bio-fuels, which the Eu-
ropean Union and USA continue to subsidise 
heavily in a bid to relieve dependence on oil. 
Schmidhuber (2006) estimated that bio-fuels be-
come competitive when oil prices exceed US$60. 
The use of cereals for bio-fuel grew by 32 percent 
from 2006/07 to 2007/08 - 95 million tons of ce-
reals were used for ethanol production in 2008, 
compared to 72 million and 43 million metric tons 
in 2006/07 and 2004/05 respectively (von Braun 
2008). Estimates of the impact of increased use of 
grains for bio-fuels vary considerably (discussed 
below), but few disagree that the increased pro-
portion of cereals diverted to bio-fuel production 
was a major factor behind the sharp spike in food 
prices in late 2007. 

Export restrictions 
The high prices of basic agricultural produce has 
led many governments to impose trade restrictions 
on food commodities (ranging from new taxes to 
export quotas to comprehensive export bans) to 
ensure national food security in a climate which 
encourages large-scale exports. Closing borders 
and restricting exports has only a limited impact 
on local food prices and raises prices on the glo-
bal market (World Bank 2008c). It represents typi-
cal urban-biased policy, protecting urban consum-
ers at the expense of rural producers.

While the causes of the Global Food Price Crisis 
are largely agreed upon, the relative importance 
and magnitude of each factor is still being debat-
ed. The role of bio-fuels is particularly ambiguous. 
The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development (OECD 2008) suggests that bio-
fuels explained approximately 60 percent of the 
increased use of cereals and vegetable oil from 
2005 to 2007 – diverting grain away from food and 

animal feed. Simon Johnson of the International 
Monetary Fund (IMF) estimated that bio-fuels con-
tributed to 20-30 percent of global food price in-
creases – Lipsky suggested this figure was about 
70 percent for maize prices (Collins 2008). A more 
conservative figure of 2-3 percent was given by 
Edward Schafer, the US Secretary of Agriculture 
(Martin 2008). Regardless of the precise figures, 
bio-fuels and bio-fuel subsidies in Europe and the 
USA certainly had an impact on global food prices, 
but remain only two of a multitude of factors.

Despite Paul Collier’s (2008) recent claims that the 
solutions to high, volatile food prices ought not be 
determined by the underlying causes, identifying 
these causes does provide an opportunity to as-
sess possible interventions. While short-term sup-
ply failures may have been the main factor behind 
the exceptionally high prices in 2008, the medium 
and long-run factors must be understood and ad-
dressed. In the medium-term, bio-fuel subsidies 
have played a crucial role in forcing food prices up 
by diverting resources away from food production 
– there is a need to review bio-fuel policies. Simi-
larly, in the long-run, a lack of investment in agri-
culture has led to poor food supplies and steadily 
reducing stock levels – the international community 
should reassess their priorities to better serve glo-
bal agricultural development, and especially poor 
small holder farmers who have been neglected 
by policy for decades. In section 6 of this report, 
Action Against Hunger presents a set of recom-
mendations needed to address hunger. Unfortu-
nately, interventions will likely be influenced by 
the ongoing financial and economic crisis, which 
may contract national purchasing power and the 
global financial space for aid that would help to 
mitigate high food prices in many poor countries. 
This comes at a time when rapid investment in the 
re-invigoration of national agricultural sectors and 
social safety-nets is desperately needed.

Collier’s statement is accurate in one vital respect: 
the disjuncture between interventions that address 

2.  what caused the global food price crisis?
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the causes of the Food Crisis and those needed to 
mitigate its effects. Many of the world’s poor, par-
ticularly in urban Africa, have been at the mercy of 
the soaring prices over the past few years but con-
tributed very little to the underlying pressures inflat-
ing food prices at the global level. A comprehensive 
response must recognise that not all countries and 
people will be affected equally. The intersection of 
cause and effect is a crucial space for intervention. 
The next section asks ‘who is vulnerable?’ 

ACF International Network      Feeding Hunger and Insecurity10
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3.  Households in Crisis: Who Loses?

Table 3.1: Reported changes in staple food prices by ACF teams in six countries

Rural Urban

Afghanistan +57 - 108% all foods
+70% price local wheat

Bangladesh +200% rice

Chad* +43% increase sorghum +16.6% rice
+11 - 52% sorghum

Mongolia +64% rice
+200% wheat

+115% rice
+ 86% wheat

Somalia +100% imported rice
+200% local sorghum

Russia / North Caucuses +2 - 6%
 All figures indicate price changes for the year preceding April 2008
* March 2008 to April 2008 Source: ACF 2008a

High food prices are not a crisis in themselves, 
but the sharp rise in food prices in 2007/2008 
has triggered a crisis of national stability, house-

hold food insecurity and, in some countries, malnutri-
tion. High food prices have not uniformly affected all 
countries and peoples within those countries. Table 3.1 
illustrates how global food prices translated, in varying 
degrees, to domestic food prices (Bangladesh com-
pared to Russia) – differing between rural and urban ar-
eas (urban compared to rural Mongolia). Understanding 
these variations in vulnerability is arguably more crucial 
to the design of appropriate interventions than the root 
causes outlined above. This section identifies the popu-
lations believed to be most vulnerable to food price rises.

International commodity prices have, historically, been 
volatile. While countries that have specialised in food 
production may benefit from the current climate (FAO 
2008e), heavy dependence on a small number of agri-
cultural exports can result in long-term deterioration in 
terms-of-trade (Ocampo 1985); more needs to be done 
to diversify resource-dependent economies. Coastal 
regions with good infrastructure and a dependence on 
foreign food imports are more vulnerable to changes 
in international food prices than landlocked nations 
that have avoided globalisation, with weak integration 
of local markets and those states which have invested 

more heavily in agriculture. Numerous organisations 
addressing the Food Price Crisis, including FAO, the 
World Bank and IMF, have focused on state vulner-
ability (predominantly economic stability), allowing for 
quick prioritisation of interventions. National vulner-
ability impacts on households in two basic ways: (1) 
macroeconomic instability can increase poverty and 
inequality; (2) residents of countries where global food 
prices translate directly into the local market will have 
to pay more for their food. The following characteris-
tics are particularly relevant. 

Where governments rely on food and oil imports, rath-
er than domestic food production, the increased prices 
will consume a greater proportion of their GDP and 
national budgets than less dependent nations. Using 
public funds to pay for, or subsidise, imported foods di-
verts resources away from long-term investments, like 
health care services, education and agriculture. Gov-
ernments face substantial pressure to protect short-
term food security at the expense of future generations.  

The current account is the sum of the national trade 
balance (exports minus imports), net factor income 
from abroad (return from investments abroad and 
remittances) and net transfer payments (such as for-

3.1  National Vulnerabilities

3.1.1  Dependence on Food Imports 
and Current Account Deficits
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eign aid). High food import bills will negatively impact 
on the balance-of-trade. In countries already run-
ning a current account deficit, the increased costs of 
food imports (and for a time, oil imports) are likely to 
produce or widen current account deficits, reducing 
foreign reserves, impacting indebtedness, exchange 
rates and inflation.

Very little has been reported about governance and 
accountability of the state in the response to rising 
food prices. Haiti’s riots in April 2008 have proven 
that motivated civil society has played a role in the 
response to high food prices, forcing Prime Minister 
Jacques Edouard Alexis out of office after he ‘failed’ 
to address the prevailing food crisis. A greater under-
standing of state-society interactions during the Food 
Price Crisis is needed – for example, were certain 
states more responsive to their population than oth-
ers? The capacity of governments to react to high 
prices and respond to the needs of its citizens must 
feature centrally in any prioritisation of interventions. 
Section 6.2 begins to elaborate on the importance of 
governance-types to hunger and under-nutrition, us-
ing evidence from India.

The last three points refer predominantly to national 
vulnerability from a state-perspective, such as macr-
oeconomic growth. While these have significant long-
term impacts on citizens, national vulnerabilities can 
also be approached from the bottom-up. The human, 
political and physical geography of a state can have 
major impacts on food prices, and livelihoods, at the 
local and household levels.

Earlier research from Madagascar shows that a 
household’s distance from a road has a strong corre-
lation with the magnitude of seasonal food price fluc-
tuations (Minten 1999). Verbal reports from the World 
Bank in Rwanda suggest the level of infrastructure 
has had a significant bearing on the degree high in-
ternational food prices have translated to the domes-

tic markets, while Action Against Hunger research in 
Liberia also stresses the relevance of infrastructure 
and market integration. Loverage (1991) argues that 
greater access to hard infrastructure, like roads, can 
allow producers to gain higher prices, provided the 
transport sector is adequate.

Physical constraints are also important. Landlocked 
countries like the Central African Republic (see case 
study 1 below) are more insulated from high global 
food prices. This is partly because transporting food 
by land is substantially more expensive than by sea. 
High overland transport costs result in higher prices 
of imported foods and fertilisers on the domestic 
market2, meaning global prices represent a smaller 
proportion of local prices, as do their fluctuations 
(Arvis et al 2007). These additional transport costs 
also have a ‘hidden’ environmental impact. In short, 
the extent of globalisation and market integration is a 
major factor behind household vulnerability. 

FAO (2008e) argues that countries with high food 
and energy import bills and large current account 
deficits are most at risk of macroeconomic instabil-
ity as a result of high food prices – diagnosing The 
Gambia, Jordan, Liberia, Republic of Monrovia, Mau-
ritania, Niger and Zimbabwe as the most vulnerable 
countries to high and volatile global food prices. This 
simplistic framework permitted rapid prioritisation of 
FAO interventions, but, in the long-run, more weight 
must be given to other characteristics of vulnerabil-
ity, of which weak civil society, poor governance and 
high levels of globalisation are only a few. 

National security and economic stability are important 
to long-run development and to human welfare - es-
pecially future generations. However, the most seri-
ous consequence of high food prices is the increased 
incidence of food insecurity and hunger. Citizens of 
nations such as The Gambia and Niger that have 
high current account deficits will suffer in the long-
run if macroeconomic frailties are not fixed, but oth-
ers are suffering too. In developing countries, people 

3.1.2  Governance and Civil Society

3.1.3  Globalisation

3.2  Peoples at Risk

2   For a fuller explanation, see Arvis et al. 2007

3.  households in crisis: who loses?
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who are net buyers of food, those in the poorest in-
come quintile, the landless, marginalised groups and 
female-headed households will be most vulnerable in 
areas experiencing higher food prices.

“It remains a bitter irony that half the world’s hungry 
are farmers” (Devereux et al. 2008:6). A popular mis-
conception is that rural subsistence farmers are fully 
food subsistent; they are not. Though 98 percent of 
Rwandan farmers produce beans, the majority are net 
bean buyers (Loveridge 1991). Even in good years 
when yields ought to be enough to cover household 
consumption for the full agricultural cycle, poor stor-
age facilities make this impossible as a quarter of all 
produce is lost, on average, to pests and decay (De-
vereux et al. 2008). Hunger is seasonal and almost 
all rural households must revert to purchasing foods 
during the annual ‘lean’ or ‘hunger’ season (see an-
nex 3). Where high food prices have penetrated do-
mestic markets, food stocks are running out faster 
than in previous years and more households are pur-
chasing foods earlier (ACF 2008a, Oxfam and Save 
the Children 2008). Figure 3.1 shows how very poor 
households in Niger, who depend on the market for 
50 percent of their food (producing only 5 percent 
themselves) were predicted to face a 17 percent 

Box 2: What is Food Security?

Source: Oxfam and Save the Children 2008 
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Figure 3.1: Percent of needs coverage in kcal for the very poor (situation in January 2008 and 
possible changes if millet prices increase without an increase in revenues)

Situation January to March 2008
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Migration (in-kind remit)

Gifts / Children eating out
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Own production

If 1kg millet = 300 FCFA

3.2.2  Households Spending a High 
Proportion of Income on Food

3 Franc Communauté Financière Africaine ; $US1 = FCFA422 approx.

3.2.1  Net Buyers

3.  households in crisis: who loses?

reduction in food consumption if millet prices rose 
to FCFA3 300 per kg from approximately FCFA 200 
(Oxfam and Save the Children 2008). 

Food Security is defined as a situation whereby 
all households have, at all times, dignified 
physical, social and economic access to 
sufficient, safe and nutritious food which meets 
their dietary needs and food preferences for an 
active and healthy life.

Closely related to its position as a net buyer or seller is 
the percentage of income a family spends on food. Fig-
ure 3.2 shows how women budget almost 60 percent 
of their income from cash-for-work projects on food in 
Guidan Koura village, Niger. The greater the percent-
age of expenditure dedicated to food, the more vulner-
able the household (FAO 2008e). An increase in food 
prices further constrains household budgets, meaning 
families must either cut expenditure on food, reduce 
quality or quantity of food consumed, divert expendi-
ture away from other commodities or services or em-
ploy other coping mechanisms (discussed in section 4).
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Using Rural Income Generating Activities (RIGA) 
data, FAO 2008e estimated the welfare gains/losses 
facing households in seven countries – Bangladesh, 
Ghana, Guatemala, Madagascar, Malawi, Pakistan 
and Vietnam (see annex 5). The analysis revealed 
that the poorest quintile of the rural populations fac-
es absolute welfare losses greater than any other in-
come group in five of the seven countries. In Ghana 
and Madagascar, the poorest rural households were 
predicted to gain from the rising food prices, but by 
a lesser margin than more wealthy households. 
The poorest suffer disproportionately because they 
lack access to land and credit, must spend a great-
er percentage of income on food, have limited or 
more damaging coping mechanisms (Devereux et 
al. 2008). Poorer households already have a limited 
diet, meaning that reduced food and energy intake 
is more likely to cause wasting than in the richer 
groups facing the same price increases.

The landless are likely to be hit hard. They are 
almost completely dependent on the market for 

food, have poor access to land or credit, fewer 
and more damaging coping mechanisms, fewer 
assets and must spend a greater percentage of 
their income on food. Landless groups often de-
pend on casual labour for income – as do many 
small-holder farmers during the lean season. Fig-
ure 3.3 overleaf shows that landless households 
in Bangladesh have consistently lower food stocks 
than landowners. 

It is sometimes suggested that the increased pric-
es will not be destructive to livelihoods as long as 
high prices are coupled with high wages. How-
ever, work by Rashid (2002) suggests that wages 
will only increase sufficiently to cover higher food 
prices after several years. Walt (2008) documents 
that wage rates for Bangladeshi farm workers 
have doubled in the past year, but food prices 
have increased even faster. Action Against Hunger 
surveys in Ethiopia’s Southern Nations, Nationali-
ties, and People’s Region (SNNPR) revealed that 
daily labour rates in 2008 will purchase 24 percent 
less maize than the same period in 2007 – though 
terms-of-trade against the other staple food kocho 
have improved (see section 4.4). 

Figure 3.2: Intended utilisation of income gained through ACF cash-for-work project in Niger

3.2.3  The Poorest Quintile

3.2.4  The Landless

Source: Devereux et al. 2008

Social events (births, marriage, deaths)

Clothes, shoes

Medicine

Soap and hygiene items

Seeds, tools, fertiliser and other farm inputs

Food
8%

3%

3%

16%

11%

59%

3.  households in crisis: who loses?

ACF International Network      Feeding Hunger and Insecurity 15



Figure 3.3: Household food stocks on the day 
of interview by month of interview of eight 
landowner households and seventeen landless 
households in Matlab thana, Bangladesh

Source: Onchere and Slooff 1981
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Children in rural areas are twice as likely to be un-
derweight as children in urban areas (UNICEF/child-
info, June 2008). However poor urban populations 
may suffer more from high food prices. The urban 
poor often have access to land in rural areas, but 
generally depend entirely on the market for access 
to food (ALNAP 2008). The RIGA analysis by FAO 
(2008e) found that urban groups were more likely 
to suffer welfare losses than rural poor (see annex 
5). Urban dwellers are more likely to consume im-
ported staple foods (rice or wheat), rather than more 
traditional crops (like cassava) and are less likely to 
produce food for consumption than their rural cous-
ins (FAO 2008e), depending instead on petty trade 
and casual employment for income (ALNAP 2008). 
It would be wrong to assume urban and rural are 
independent of one another. Mousseau (2006) elo-
quently describes how high prices during the 2005 
food crisis in Niger restricted the spending power of 
urban consumers, leading to a substantial reduction 
in remittances flowing from the urban population to 
the rural. 

Female-headed households could be affected dis-
proportionately. With less access to land and limited 
income generating capacity, these households were 
found to have greater welfare losses or lower wel-
fare gains as a result of higher food prices than male-
headed households in poorer populations and for 
countries as a whole (FAO 2008e). The trend remains 
significant even when controlled for the over-repre-
sentation of female-headed households amongst the 
poor (FAO 2008e).

Households affected by HIV/AIDS are also believed to 
be vulnerable, though evidence is limited. LVAC/WFP 
(2008) find that in Lesotho, households lacking an eco-
nomically active head of household, a common charac-
teristic in HIV-affected families, are suffering from the 
increased price of food. People living with HIV/AIDS 
also have increased energy requirements. Not meeting 
these increased demands can lead to an increase in 
opportunistic infections and a more rapid progression 
of AIDS. In addition an inadequate nutritional status can 
lead to problems with nutrient absorption, possibly re-
ducing the efficacy of drugs (Gillespie 2008). Gillespie 
(2008) believes that high food prices may increase 
stress migration, increasing the risk of exposure to HIV.

Children and pregnant or lactating women are most 
vulnerable to malnutrition. Mothers are generally the 
first household members to reduce their food in order 
to give more food to their children (WHO et al. 2007), 
a practice which can be especially damaging for preg-
nant women who have higher energy, protein and mi-
cronutrient requirements (FAO 2001). Malnutrition dur-
ing pregnancy is associated with intra-uterine growth 
retardation and low birthweight, which in turn is associ-
ated with increased infant morbidity, mortality, prema-
ture births, stunting, poor cognitive development and 
impaired immune function in children (UN SCN 2000). 
There is a very real danger pregnant women and chil-
dren will be seriously affected by high food prices.  

3.2.5  The Urban Poor

3.2.6  Female-Headed Households

3.2.8  Women and Children

3.2.7  HIV/AIDS Affected Households
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Decreased micronutrient intake in pregnant 
women is associated with increased infant mor-
bidity, mortality, premature births, stunting, poor 
cognitive development and impaired immune 
function (UN SCN 2000). Studies looking at the 
Dutch famine (1944-45) showed that malnutri-
tion during pregnancy can have adverse long 
term effects on the foetus. The timing of mal-
nutrition during pregnancy was shown to play a 
role. Exposure to the famine in the first trimester 
was associated with increased stillbirths, neona-
tal deaths, increased risk of schizophrenia and 
possible brain defects (Susser and Stein 1994). 
Exposure during the second trimester affects 
height as this is when the foetus’ length increas-
es most rapidly. Wasting can result if under-
nutrition occurs late in the pregnancy when the 
foetus experiences its greatest weight increase 
(Prada 1998). Babies of mothers exposed to the 
famine in mid or late gestation had a lower birth 
weight, length and head circumference than 
those exposed earlier in the pregnancy (Barker 
1998). The evidence that even short-term mater-
nal malnutrition can have severe consequences 
for the next generation is overwhelming. 

Marginalised groups will not only suffer adversely 
from high food prices, but could suffer from additional 
political bias, as social protection instruments and 
policies mitigating against high food prices frequently 
overlook certain groups when delivering blanket as-
sistance. Pastoral livelihoods are sometimes viewed 
as backward and self-sustaining, frequently falling 
outside the perceived paternalistic obligations of the 
state, but will be at particular risk to high food prices 
due to a near complete reliance on markets for food 
(ALNAP 2008). Action Against Hunger research in 
Ethiopia revealed how pastoral peoples were fac-
ing deteriorating terms-of-trade of livestock against 
maize prices. Agro-pastoralists practice mixed agri-

culture and are not traditionally regarded as margin-
alised communities, but fall neither into pastoralist nor 
agriculturalist categories and so are often overlooked 
by interventions targeting specific groups (ALNAP 
2008). Even countries can be overlooked, as has 
been the case for Somalia, where there is little avail-
able data to assess the impact of the Food Crisis.

How vulnerable a particular household is to food 
price increases depends on a number of national 
and personal factors, including those just discussed. 
However, not all people will be affected negatively by 
high global prices. Net producers and many traders 
will have a real opportunity to improve their income 
and welfare, should governments avoid damaging 
consumer-focused policies. Devereux et al. (2008) 
note that seasonal price increases are detrimental 
to most people in Malawi, but improve the incomes 
of the wealthiest 20 percent of the population – the 
same is likely to be true for high global prices. The is-
sue of vulnerability was further investigated by Action 
Against Hunger in the CAR and Sierra Leone.

 

While both studies were undertaken in urban con-
texts, the Central African Republic (CAR) and Sierra 
Leone present very different vulnerabilities. Both are 
classified among the least developed countries in the 
world, but CAR is a landlocked country while Sierra 
Leone is coastal. The inhabitants of Bangui, CAR’s 
capital, depend largely on domestic produce for food 
consumption while residents of Freetown, Sierra 
Leone, consume mainly imported rice. Citizens of 
both countries spend a high proportion of income on 
their food, making them highly vulnerable to price in-
creases. What becomes evident from Action Against 
Hunger research in these nations is that people in 
CAR have not been heavily impacted by high global 
food prices, while the effects in Freetown differed re-
markably given the relatively small area. While it has 
been easy to generalise about vulnerabilities, policy-
makers must be aware that the picture on the ground 
is diverse and extremely complex.

Box 3: The Effects of Malnutrition 
During Pregnancy

3.2.9  Marginalised and Overlooked 
Households

3.3  Case Study 1: Assessing 
Vulnerabilities in the Central African 
Republic and Sierra Leone

3.  households in crisis: who loses?
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Summary
Price increases in Bangui have, so far, only had 
a moderate impact. The majority of people sur-
veyed perceived their current income and ex-
penditure as unchanged or better than a year 
earlier and malnutrition does not appear to have 
increased in Bangui. However increased feeding 
centre admission rates and self-reported reduc-
tion in food consumption by many households 
may be cause for concern. The international com-
munity must continue to monitor the situation.

Landlocked and Left Out
The Central African Republic has suffered chronic 
instability since independence in 1960 and is one 
of the poorest countries in the world with a GDP per 
capita (ppp) of US$ 1,240 (HDR 2007) and a Human 
Development Index ranking of 171 (out of a total of 
177 countries). Ranked fifth in FAO’s vulnerability 
assessment, the CAR displays characteristics that 
make it both vulnerable and resilient to the food 
price rises. 

A substantial food and oil import bill threatens the 
already high budget deficit. About half the popula-
tion spend more than 80 percent of their income on 

food, making even small food price rises a significant 
burden for households. However, the CAR is conflict-
affected, landlocked, largely disconnected from the 
global economy and has poorly developed infrastruc-
ture. The availability of cassava, the country’s domi-
nant staple, is largely dependent on local production. 
The Action Against Hunger assessment of food secu-
rity and nutrition in Bangui between August and Sep-
tember 2008 unveiled some mixed messages.

Food Prices Rise Moderately
The CAR is not a big importer of food as the main 
agricultural products, cassava, groundnuts, maize, 
millet and sorghum, are generally produced domesti-
cally. Between 1961 and 1998, food aid and imports 
accounted for 21 percent of cereal consumption 
(Earth Trends 2003) – a relatively low figure in sub-
Saharan Africa. Still, food prices in Bangui rose by 
about 20 percent between April 2007 and July 2008. 
Fuel prices increased more dramatically, rising by a 
similar margin in only two months after April 2008 
(see figure 3.4). The observed price rises are moder-
ate on a global scale where food prises rose by 51 
percent in the 12 month build-up to the Rome Sum-
mit in June 2008 (High Level Task Force 2008), or 
compared with countries like Bangladesh which ex-
perienced food price rises in excess of 200 percent 
from 2007 to 2008. However, survey results showed 
that 50 percent of the sample population spends in 
excess of 80 percent of their income on food, making 
them especially vulnerable to price changes.

3.3.1  Bangui, Central African Republic: 
A Case of Mixed Vulnerabilities

Figure 3.4: Price increases in Bangui, Central African Republic, from February 2007 to July 2008
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Reduced food consumption without changes in 
income and expenditure?
In Bangui, the most common household reaction 
to high prices is to eat less preferred, less expen-
sive and less diverse foods. This was followed by 
a reduction in portion sizes (see figure 3.5). Even 
when staple food consumption remains largely the 
same, micronutrient intake will be reduced. Sec-
tion 4 explains in detail how this type of behaviour 
is common among poorer groups and can result in 
the deterioration of a person’s nutritional status.

Figure 3.5: Coping strategies adopted in Bangui, CAR, September 2008 in response to food price increases
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In September 2008, households reported eating 
fewer meals than a year earlier. Before the crisis, 50 
percent of the household had two or more meals per 
day while that number more than halved after the cri-
sis (now 24 percent). However, when asked whether 
their situation had changed over the last few months, 
63 percent of the households felt that the impact of 
the food price rises had a relatively moderate impact 
on livelihoods (see figure 3.6). Only 10 percent of 
surveyed households reported a decrease in income 
and an increase in expenditure – this may have sig-
nificant long-term consequences for these families. 

Figure 3.6: Self-perceived change in household income and expenditure between 2007 and 2008
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Table 3.2: Results of Action Against Hunger nutrition surveys in Bangui 

January 2006 January 2007 September 2008

GAM (95% CI)* 4.7  (2.9- 7.2) 5.8   (4.2-7.4) 6.2 (4.5-7.8)

SAM (95% CI)* 0.7  (0.1-2.1) 0.55 (0-1.1) 0.6 (0.2-1.1)

Stunting (95% CI)* 29.5 (25.3- 33.9) 31.5 (27.7-35.3) 30.2 (25.5-35.0)

U5MR   (95% CI) 0.98 (0.98- 0.99) 0.36 (0.19-0.92) 0.85 (0.13-0.97)

*NCHS reference Source: ACF Surveys

A non-significant increase in malnutrition 
Despite higher food prices and reduced food 
consumption by households in Bangui, malnu-
trition has not been clearly impacted. Table 3.2 
shows that global acute malnutrition, severe 
acute malnutrition and under-five child mortality 
rates have shown only non-significant increases 
between January 2007 and September 2008 – 
though seasonality makes these statistics dif-
ficult to compare accurately. Admissions to the 
Action Against Hunger therapeutic feeding cen-
tre did increase significantly in early 2008, but 
this may be for reasons other than an increase in 
malnutrition, such as a better knowledge of the 
services available and an increase in the catch-
ment area.

Lessons from the CAR: limited immediate 
impact with some cause for concern
The case of the CAR shows a mixed message. A 
large proportion of Bangui’s population feel that 
their situation has not changed and no signifi-
cant increases in malnutrition rates were found 
despite a reduction in meal frequency and die-
tary diversity. Arguably, rising global food prices 
represent a relatively minor element of poverty 
and vulnerability in the CAR, in part because of 
its isolation from global markets, poor infrastruc-
ture and reasonably adequate domestic food 
production, but also because deeply entrenched 
poverty, poor macroeconomic management and 
ongoing conflict remain more pressing concerns. 
However, vulnerability lies not only at the nation-
al level, or even at the city level, but can appear 
in pockets within an urban context. 

Summary 
Despite a difficult period in early 2008, it seems 
that in Freetown the peak of the crisis is over 
following a good harvest. Prices started to drop 
in July and may return to a normal level. No con-
clusions can be made regarding the impacts on 
malnutrition, but there is concern that reduced 
consumption of rice and micronutrient-dense 
foods could cause a future rise in malnutrition. 
Furthermore, decreasing expenditure on health-
care and schooling may have detrimental long-
term effects on welfare and development. 

Since 2002, Sierra Leone has been recovering from 
civil war. Food prices are intensely political and hunger 
remains a threat to long-term security. Malnutrition re-
mains very high, with 27 percent of under-fives reported 
underweight. High inflation (over 10 percent), stunting 
rates (37 percent) and poverty levels (between 65-75 
percent) prompted FAO to rank Sierra Leone sixth in its 
assessment of national vulnerability to global price ris-
es. Action Against Hunger’s assessment concentrated 
on the capital Freetown, home to more than 760,000 
people, of whom 60 percent are under-25 years old 
and 97 percent rely primarily on the market for food.

Rice prices increase as the hunger season sets in
From January to March 2008, rice prices increased 
by 64 percent and fuel prices by about 15 percent 
between January and May. Price fluctuations eased 

3.3.2  Freetown, Sierra Leone: 
Variations Within a City
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in July and were expected to fall by the end of the 
year following a good harvest. Discussion groups re-
vealed that people had experienced a real increase 
in food prices during April and May. Participants re-
flected that they had been very worried as the price 
rises corresponded with the beginning of the annual 
‘hunger season’, when families rely more on imported 
rice because local produce is more expensive and in 
short supply before the harvest. In October, discus-
sants perceived the price of rice as having stabilised 
and starting to decrease.

Food price changes and malnutrition vary within 
the city
Not all sections of the city were equally affected. 
Congo Water experienced the greatest increase in 
rice prices compared to the same period a year ear-

lier (60 percent from Le419 to Le6804). A snapshot 
of malnutrition captured during the study also shows 
significant variation within the city – with greatest 
prevalence in Suzanne Bay (2.4 SAM and 7.8 GAM) 
and lowest in Tengbeh Town (0 SAM and 0.6 GAM). 
There are fears that these levels have increased due 
to high food prices, but without longitudinal data no 
assessment of changes can be made. However, fig-
ure 3.8 shows that sections experiencing the greatest 
increase in prices, Kossoh Town and Congo Water, 
were also the areas where people decreased their 
quantity of rice eaten per day most.

Dietary diversity decreased
Meat consumption was most radically affected and 43 
percent of respondents reported they no longer con-
sumed meat. This change was most extreme in Kos-

Figure 3.7: Map of study areas in Freetown
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Figure 3.8: Changes in rice prices and 
consumption in Freetown
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Table 3.3: Types of food not consumed in 2008 compared to 2007 (percentage of people)

Any Meat Vegatable Dairy Fruit Fresh 
fish

Other Cereals/
tubers

Tengbeh Town 92.5 42.5 45 37.5 35 15 0 0

Suzanne Bay 30 15 10 2.5 0 2.5 10 2.5

Kossoh Town 85 70 7.5 30 10 2.5 12.5 2.5

Mamba Ridge 92.5 52.5 7.5 20 5 17.5 5 15

Congo Water 76.2 38.1 33.3 2.4 33.3 9.5 19 16.7

TOTAL 75.2 43.6 20.8 18.3 16.8 9.4 9.4 7.4

Source: ACF 2008b
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soh Town, where 70 percent reduced their consump-
tion despite good access to meat in the local market. 
Consumption of other food types was also affected to 
varying degrees (see table 3.3 on page 21) and may 
lead to a rise in malnutrition in later months/years 
stemming from micronutrient deficiencies. High food 
prices are putting greater strain on household budg-
ets, restricting more than food consumption. The poor-
est families reported sending fewer children to school 
and avoiding hospitals (going to pharmacies instead) 
to reduce expenses.

Variations in vulnerability are evident on the regional, 
national, local, household and individual level. FAO 
and WFP have prioritised their interventions through a 
macro-lens, using rough national statistics estimating 
total available food for consumption and economic frail-
ties. In the long-run, priority areas should be informed 
by local needs not aggregate statistics. However, some 
generalisations can be made. The above case study 
highlighted a consistent decrease in dietary diversity 
and food consumption in both countries. Though the 
effects on malnutrition were either undocumented or 
not statistically significant in the above study, there 
can be serious repercussions to this type of household 
behaviour. The following section will examine the link 
between prices and malnutrition in more detail.
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4.  The Hunger Crisis:   
2.  What Happens When Food Prices Rise?
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4.  The Hunger Crisis: 
4.  What Happens When Food Prices Rise?

Until 2005, steady, but slow, progress was being 
made in reducing the number of undernourished 
people in the world (see figure 4.1); however, af-

ter 2005 this trend reversed and the number of undernour-
ished began to increase. According to FAO the number 
of undernourished rose from 850 million in 2003/05, to 
923 million in 2007 and to 963 million in 2008, primarily 
due to a decrease in food production and the simultane-
ous increase in food prices (FAO 2008d). This figure is 
based on per capita food availability rather than actual 
consumption (for an explanation of FAO’s global hun-
ger estimates see box 4). While giving a crude estimate 
of the food supply shortfalls, the figure ignores almost 
all the crucial dynamics of hunger and undernutrition. 

There are three vital omissions resulting from this 
“faceless” analysis of hunger. (1) A uniform esti-
mate does not acknowledge differing vulnerabilities 
emerging from household wealth, status, health and 
political inclusion. This was discussed in the previ-
ous section. (2) The number of undernourished peo-
ple is not stagnant throughout a given year. Hunger 
is seasonal - fluctuating and relocating according to 
the agricultural calendar. (3) Food supply is a poor 
indicator of food security and welfare. Hunger is not 
usually a case of there not being enough to eat, but 
of not having enough to eat (Sen 1982).  

Amartya Sen’s (1982) ground-breaking work studying 
famines found they are, at their root, caused by the dis-

parity of food prices, which rise rapidly during crisis pe-
riods, while family purchasing power declines and tradi-
tional coping methods become exhausted. This section 
analyses the impact of price rises on food security 
and malnutrition, by addressing these two omissions.  

Evidence of the impact of high, volatile global food pric-
es at the household level is still limited, though growing. 
However, while global food prices have been low and 
relatively stable for the past decade, food prices at the 
local level have not been so consistent. Literature on 
‘seasonality’ describes regular, yet unpredictable, fluc-
tuations in various dimensions of welfare and poverty, 
from births to snake bites, milk production to malaria. 

Box 4: How Does FAO Count the 
Undernourished?
FAO measures the number of undernourished 
by determining per capita food availability using 
the following data to estimate the world’s hungry 
population:

Mean intake. This information comes from 
national food balance sheets and is a meas-
ure of per capita food availability, of calories 
rather than actual consumption. 
Mean dietary requirement. The mean die-
tary requirement is calculated by aggregat-
ing requirements for different age and sex 
groups and adding a pregnancy allowance.
Variation in daily per person energy con-
sumption. This figure is based on require-
ment, consumption and income. The part 
of the population that has an energy intake 
below the requirement is considered as un-
derfed. 

These estimates are calculated for each coun-
try, then aggregated to give a global figure (FAO 
2003b).

4.1  The ‘Old Face’ of ‘New Hunger’: 
Seasonal Deprivation

Source: FAO 2008a
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Figure 4.1: Proportion of people who are 
undernourished in the developing world

20
02

20
03

19
92

19
93

19
94

19
95

19
96

19
97

19
98

19
99

20
00

20
01

20
06

20
07

20
04

20
05

For the full formula see FAO 2003b

ACF International Network      Feeding Hunger and Insecurity24



A consistent feature of discussions surrounding sea-
sonal poverty is price fluctuations. Figure 4.2 shows 
the extent of maize price fluctuations in Malawi in 2000 
and changes in the price of millet in Ghana in 1988 
as the agricultural season progressed. Poor people 
throughout the developing world face an annual ‘hun-
ger season’ in the build up to the harvest period.

[Then], during the rains poor people are repeat-
edly oppressed and screwed down by a cruel 
combination of lack of food, lack of money, high 
food prices, physical hardship, hard work vital 
for survival, debilitating sicknesses such as di-
arrhoeas and malaria, and isolation and lack of 
access to services. It is then that they are materi-
ally most poor, most vulnerable, most powerless, 
most exploited, most isolated, and most short of 
food…it is then that poor people are most vulner-
able to becoming poorer. (Chambers in Devereux 
et al. 2008:xvi)

Fluctuations in food prices are compounded by lack of 
access to formal credit and storage facilities as fami-
lies are forced to sell produce, even in good years, to 
repay expensive debts (with informal interest rates of 
over 200 percent recorded in Bangladesh and Ethio-
pia), pay school and hospital fees and to avoid losing 

a significant proportion of the harvest to pests and de-
cay. The effects of seasonality are especially acute in 
tropical regions characterised by short, unimodal rain-
fall (occurring only once per year), where the popu-
lation is rural and dependent on small-scale, subsist-
ence, rain-fed farming. Seasonality is not just a rural 
phenomenon, but affects (to a lesser degree) urban 
populations too. 

Dostie et al. (2002) estimate that the number of people 
in Madagascar living below the national poverty-line 
increases from nine million to almost ten million each 
year in the hunger season. Child mortality increases by 
over 300 percent between May/June and the peak of 
the hunger season in December/January – 26 percent 
of child deaths were attributed to diarrhoea and 22 per-
cent to malnutrition (Dostie et al. 2002). The seasonal 
dimensions of poverty are complex, and it would be 
difficult to attribute any one factor as contributing most 
to overall poverty. However, there is a clear correlation 
between increased food prices and acute malnutrition. 
(see Box 5 for the working definitions of  malnutrition). 
Figure 4.3 shows how prevalence of malnutrition fol-
lows price increases in Ghana in 1988/89.  Mousseau 
and Mittal (2006:23) concluded from similar findings 
in Niger, “high food prices reduce people’s access to 
food and directly trigger malnutrition and death.” 

Figure 4.3: Seasonality in food prices and 
malnutrition in northern Ghana, 1988/89
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Figure 4.2: Price fluctuations of millet in 
northern Ghana 1988/89 and maize in Mchinji 
district in Malawi in 2000/01
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Box 5: The Working Definitions of 
Malnutrition
Anthropometric measurements, such as weight 
and height, are often used to determine nutrition-
al status in children. These measurements are 
presented as indices known as weight-for-height, 
height-for-age or weight-for-age. They are com-
pared with growth standards and expressed as 
z-scores (standard deviations), percentiles or 
percentage of the median (Gibson 2005). There 
are three traditional indicators of malnutrition:

Wasting (weight-for-height)
Weight-for-height is calculated by comparing 
the child’s actual weight to the growth stand-
ards for a ‘normal’ child of that height. If a child 
has a weight-for-height of less than -2 z-scores 
he/she is considered to be wasted. Wasting is 
caused by an inadequate current food intake, 
increased nutrient requirements due to infection 
or problems with digestion and absorption. Two 
common terms that are often used for wasting in 
children are SAM and GAM.

SAM: Severe Acute Malnutrition. A child is 
considered to be severely malnourished if 
he/she has a weight-for-height of less than 
-3 z-scores and/or oedema (WHO et al. 
2007). Severely malnourished children are 
at risk of death and require immediate treat-
ment with therapeutic foods.
GAM: Global Acute Malnutrition. Includes 
all children with a weight-for-height of less 
than -2 z-scores, that is all severely and 
moderately malnourished children.

Stunting (height-for-age)
Height-for-age is referred to as stunting and is often 
referred to as a measure for chronic malnutrition. 
As with wasting, if a child has a z-score of less than  
-2 he/she is considered stunted (Gibson 2005).

Underweight (weight-for-age)
Children with z-scores of less than -2 are 
considered to be underweight for their age.

Weight-for-age measurements do not enable us 
to differentiate between children that are short 
and have an adequate weight for their height  or 
whether they are tall and wasted. 

While these measurements provide an easy 
way of determining the nutritional status of a 
population they ignore a less visible form of mal-
nutrition: micronutrient malnutrition.     

There is a clear, pronounced correlation between food 
prices and malnutrition rates, but it  would be wrong to 
assume that the full increase in malnutrition rates ex-
pressed in the graph below is the result of food price 
rises alone. The hunger season generally coincides with 
the rainy season (see figure 4.4). Rain brings peaks in 
the prevalence of many diseases and parasites includ-
ing malaria, diarrhoea, cholera and some worms. Agri-
cultural labour intensifies during this period, increasing 
energy expenditure while the homes of the poor are 
often unable to provide adequate shelter from the rain 
and cold. Causal analysis is impossible here, but a fuller 
understanding of the behaviour and coping strategies 
of poor households during the annual hunger season, 
when food prices are high and income sources limited, 
shows how high food prices are a significant factor be-
hind the yearly increases in malnutrition rates.

4.2  What is the Link Between Food 
Prices and Malnutrition?

Figure 4.4: Seasonal malnutrition, malaria and 
rainfall in Niger
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‘Coping strategies’ is a crude, and patronising, label for 
the practices employed by households, often on a year-
ly basis, during times of limited food security. The choice 
of action taken by a family is dependent on the severity 
of food shortages (or price increases) and household 
wealth. Figure 4.5b shows that the wealthiest 25 per-
cent of households in Ghana are less likely to ration food 
but more likely to sell assets to purchase food than the 
poorest 25 percent of households who are more likely 
to ration food and seek informal help. This is because 
the sale of assets has a lesser impact on the wealth 
of the richer groups compared to the poor. In absolute 
terms, more poor Ghanaian households were required 
to employ ‘coping mechanisms’ than rich households.

Figure 4.6 overleaf shows a generic progression of 
coping strategies as food prices increase, and the cri-
sis deepens, though the relative order and number 
of households employing each strategy will vary be-
tween income groups, livelihood zones and cultures. 
When faced with high food prices, poorer families 
usually begin by rationing and reducing the quality of 
food consumed, often skipping meals, or seeking-out 
alternative income sources like gathering firewood. As 
food insecurity intensifies, the household adopts more 
damaging coping strategies, selling assets, taking chil-
dren out of school or borrowing at high interest rates. 
In extreme circumstances, desperation may force fam-

4.2.1  Household ‘Coping Strategies’ 
in Times of High Food Prices

ily members to resort to stress migration, crime, beg-
ging or prostitution (Prentice 2008). Devereux et al. 
(2008) note that during the 1988/89 food crisis in north-
ern Ghana, some families ‘betrothed’ their daughters 
to elites in exchange for early bride-price payments.

Torlesse et al (2003) found that in Bangladesh, the 
number of underweight children is correlated with 
rice prices – rising with high rice prices and declin-
ing again as the costs subside. A study conducted 
in Lusaka, Zambia, following the 2000/01 drought, 
found that when food prices increased, families ini-
tially maintained their consumption of staple foods at 
the expense of more micronutrient-rich foods such as 
fruits, vegetables, meat and dairy products (Gitau et 
al. 2005). 

Eating lower quality foods can be damaging, even after 
food prices drop. Micronutrients are crucial to human 
health, growth and development. Child malnutrition 
has adverse effects on physical and cognitive 
development. Iodine deficiencies in young children 
negatively affect IQ scores, while iron deficiency results 
in poorer mental, motor and social functioning (Walker 
et al. 2007). Anemia, which in 50 percent of cases 
can be attributed to iron deficiency, adversely affects 
work productivity of adults and increases the risk of 
maternal and child mortality (WHO/UNICEF 2004). Zinc 

4.2.2  The Impacts of Eating Less

(a): Malawi in 2002 and 1999
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Figure 4.5:  Coping strategies employed by households in Malawi and Ghana
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deficiency is associated with growth retardation (WHO 
2004). Micronutrients play an important role in immune 
function and it has been estimated that deficiencies 
of vitamin A and zinc are responsible for 0.6 million 
and 0.4 million deaths, respectively (Black 2008).
  

The effects of high food prices do not always mani-
fest immediately, but can have catastrophic con-
sequences in later years. Seasonal hunger is the 
‘father of famine’. Steadily depleted assets can in-
crease household vulnerability to price rises as cop-
ing mechanisms become more limited. Gill (1991) 
explains seasonal deprivation in terms of a mean-
variance model, distinguishing between inter-annual 
and intra-annual seasonality. Inter-annual seasonal-
ity describes the fluctuation in income within a year, 
while intra-annual seasonality refers to changes in 
income levels from one cycle to the next.

Figure 4.7 overleaf combines inter and intra-annual 
seasonality to show how selling assets and borrow-
ing on the informal market to maintain household sta-
bility and food security in one year increases house-
hold vulnerability to price shocks the following year. 

Successive poor harvests can push small-holder 
households beyond a critical minimum for stabil-
ity (marked c) after which the household may split 
and individuals starve. Crucially, even if a poor har-
vest is followed by a good harvest, assets may not 
be fully restored and the household will remain vul-
nerable. It is this debilitating cycle of seasonal suf-
fering that creates chronic poverty and may lead to 
severe food crises (or even famines) such as those 
in Malawi (2001/02) and Niger (2005), where crises 
occurred in years when harvests were reasonable 
(Malawi actually recorded an above average harvest).  
  

Data from Bangladesh from the 1990s shows that 
as food prices increased, child malnutrition did too 
(Hough 2008). Though it is difficult to determine the 
empirical link between food price rises and nutrition, 
without fully understanding all confounding variables, 
such as disease rates, diarrhoea or nutrient absorp-
tion, the mechanism for causality is clear. High global 
food prices appear to have provoked similar house-
hold coping strategies as seasonal price increases. 
A joint LVAC/WFP (2008) study investigating the 
impact of high global prices in Lesotho showed that 

Source: Hauenstein Swan and Vaitla 2007

Figure 4.6:  Coping strategies employed as food security intensifies

4.2.3  The Deterioration of Assets and 
Future Crises 
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4.3  Have Global Food Price Rises 
Increased Malnutrition?
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98 percent of the sample surveyed claimed they spent 
a greater proportion of income on food than a year 
earlier. Action Against Hunger research in Freetown, 
Sierra Leone, showed that, on average, city residents 
had decreased their staple food intake by 10 percent 
compared to the same time the previous year. Re-
spondents to the survey there also indicated how 
meat consumption had decreased markedly this year. 

Figure 4.8 depicts the coping strategies employed by 
households in five countries, in response to higher 
food prices . As with seasonal price increases, the 
most common coping strategies have been those 

that directly affect quality and quantity of food intake. 
The link between global price rises and malnutrition 
levels is not as clear as that between seasonal price 
rises and malnutrition. Research by Action Against 
Hunger in the Central African Republic showed only 
a non-significant increase in malnutrition rates result-
ing from high prices. The immediate effects of high 
prices on nutrition in Freetown were also unclear. 
However, while survey data from Ethiopia shows no 
increase in malnutrition rates at the national or re-
gional levels, strong increasing trends were evident 
at the district level (where data was most consistent 
and complete) corresponding to the global food price 

Figure 4.8: Coping mechanisms employed in five countries as a response to rising food prices in 2008
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the family to split/migrate, or, in the case of the individual, death; (P3) demonstrates how even if a poor harvest in year 1 is followed by a good harvest in year 
2, mean income can remain low in year 3, because assets cannot be restored immediately, making the household vulnerable to future shocks.

Figure 4.7:  Gill’s Mean-Variance Model5 
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rises between 2007 and 2008  (see section 4.4).

There are a number of reasons why increases in mal-
nutrition rates are not visible in the survey data:

Survey data is not always complete or comparable. 
Surveys are often done in different areas, by different 
organisations, with different methodologies. The case 
study of Ethiopia shows that clear trends between price 
rises and malnutrition are only visible at the village level.  

Surveys generally measure child malnutrition. 
Parents in developing countries often reduce their own 
consumption to ensure their children are fed. The rise 
in malnutrition rates may be lagged and more gradual.

Malnutrition surveys often measure wasting, 
which is not the only type of malnutrition. Reducing 
food quality and quantity as a primary coping strategy 
may induce micronutrient malnutrition, a more ‘hidden 
type’ of malnutrition, likely to occur before weight 
loss. Micronutrient deficiencies have adverse, long-
term  effects on the physical and mental development 
of young children; it is possible that we will see an 
increase in stunting in the future.

It is possible that high global food prices have not, 
and will not, be immediately followed by a greater inci-
dence of malnutrition. Global food price rises are ulti-
mately only a single factor while seasonal changes are 
not. Seasonal fluctuations in malnutrition rates may be 
more dependent on other seasonal factors such as the 
prevalence of diarrhoea, worms or malaria which af-
fect nutrient absorption than on price changes. High 
energy expenditure and constant exposure to rain and 
damp in the wet season also impact on health.

Global price changes do not entail local sup-
ply deficits, as is generally the case in the hunger 
season, when village stocks are low (see annex 4). 

Importantly, the Global Food Crisis may resem-
ble a slow-onset disaster rather than a seasonal spike, 
meaning people may have more time to adjust, and 
malnutrition rates will only show increases months or 
years later.

Summary
Research in Ethiopia shows that high food prices 
have led to significant decline in terms-of-trade 
between income sources and staple foods, with 
the exception of kocho. The impact of the prices 
will have depended very much on the ability and 
willingness of households to adapt their diets 
and income sources – in the SNNPR, those de-
pendent on coffee whose staple food is kocho 
will have been most insulated. 

The reduced terms-of-trade for livestock against 
food may exacerbate the already destructive 
practice of selling assets to purchase food as 
families are forced to sell more or better assets 
to maintain food consumption. 

Survey data shows that malnutrition and under-
five mortality rates have increased within the 
SNNPR, corresponding with high food prices. 
No change in malnutrition rates was seen at the 
national level, indicating that country level data 
is too imprecise for policy making and that sur-
veillance data from the local level is needed.

Action Against Hunger conducted an analysis of the 
effects of food price rises in two regions of Ethiopia: 
the Southern Nations, Nationalities and People’s Re-
gion (SNNPR) and Somali Regional State (SRS) (see 
figure 4.9 overleaf). These regions represent very 
different livelihood zones. The SNNPR is character-
ised by agricultural communities who produce enset 
(kocho) and maize for subsistence consumption and 
coffee as a cash crop. By contrast, the conflict-affect-
ed SRS is a pastoralist/agro-pastoralist zone where 
people rely on sorghum and maize as staples. Both 
regions were hit by drought in 2008, compounding 
the impacts of high global food prices, which trans-
lated greatly into the domestic market. 

4.4  Case Study 2: Higher Prices, 
Declining Terms-of-trade and Increased 
Rates of Malnutrition in Ethiopia

ACF International Network      Feeding Hunger and Insecurity30

4.  the hunger crisis: what happens when food prices rise?



Kocho, maize, beans and cabbage are the four pre-
dominant staple foods for peoples of the SNNPR. 
While kocho prices have remained relatively stable, 
the cost of maize increased by over 75 percent, cab-
bage by over 66 percent and haricot beans by over 
20 percent in the two years prior to the sharp spike in 
prices in early 2008 (see Figure 4.10).

Drought, cash crops and high oil prices
Though drought in Ethiopia was probably the most 
significant single factor affecting local food prices, 
high prices on the international market and the climb-

ing cost of oil also had a significant impact. Cabbage 
and haricot bean yields were seriously reduced, lead-
ing to massive supply shortages and steep price rises 
after December 2007. Since 2005, the producer price 
of raw coffee increased by over 75 percent and dried 
coffee by 31 percent, drawing farming investments 
(and land) away from staple food production to cof-
fee. Soaring oil prices have increased the costs of 
agricultural inputs, further amplifying the rising prices. 

Improved incomes might help
Rising prices have been dampened somewhat by im-
proving wages and income from sales in the agricul-
tural sector. In general, the remuneration from various 
sources of income in the SNNPR region has improved 
since 2005. As mentioned above, the producer price 
of raw coffee (the main cash crop in the SNNPR) and 
dried coffee increased substantially. Farmers also re-
ceived 34 percent more for oxen and 14 percent for 
sheep in April 2008, compared to three years earlier. 
The daily rate for agricultural labour also improved by 
38 percent. However, superior income is unlikely to 
have compensated fully for the recent high prices. 

Declining terms-of-trade
Figures 4.11 a, b, c and d overleaf illustrate the chang-
es in terms-of-trade for raw coffee versus kocho, raw 
coffee versus maize, oxen versus maize and labour 
versus maize. While prices of staple foods have been 
rising steadily for the past three years in the SNNPR, 
before 2008, terms-of-trade showed a positive trend for 

4.4.1  Food Security and Malnutrition 
in the SNNPR

Figure 4.10: Evolution of staple food prices in the SNNPR (September 05 – April 08)
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a: Coffee vs kocho
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Figure 4.11: Evolution of the terms-of-trade in the SNNPR

c: Oxen sale vs maize
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income sources against staple food price. Coffee prices 
almost doubled between 2006 and 2008 leading to a 
significant increase in terms-of-trade against kocho. Be-
cause kocho prices have been relatively stable, terms-
of-trade with many income sources have also improved. 

However, similar trends were not observed with 
maize. Since 2007, the increases in the price of raw 
coffee, oxen and agricultural labour as income sourc-
es have been nullified by the soaring cost of maize. 
A given amount of raw coffee would purchase 3 per-
cent less maize than 2007; oxen 23 percent less; and 
a day’s labour 24 percent less. The impact on house-
hold welfare will therefore depend on the predomi-
nant source of income, the principle staple food and 
the ability/willingness to substitute between maize 
and kocho. Coffee growers and peoples who rely on 

kocho as a staple food are likely to have been better 
insulated from the increase in food prices than groups 
dependent on the sale of livestock or labour and 
those whose diet comprises mostly of maize or rice.

Malnutrition increases as food consumption suffers
Increases in prices generally led to deterioration in 
diet quality. Consumption of high-quality micronutrient 
rich foods is reduced while staple food consumption 
remains largely the same at first. In the case of Ethio-
pia it is likely that households have swapped staples, 
replacing costly grains like maize with cheaper lower 
quality staples, like kocho, which contains less vita-
min A and has a lower protein density (Abebe 2006).

In order to determine whether these changes have 
lead to an increase in malnutrition rates at the country

6 The chosen districts represented the most complete set of surveys done in the SNNPR. It should be mentioned that these surveys were carried out by 
different NGOs and that some of the variation will be due to seasonal changes.
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level, survey results from the past five years were 
plotted in figure 4.12. This picture from the national 
level shows no increase in malnutrition rates. 
However, data  from three districts within the SNNPR 
indicates that rates of malnutrition and under-five 
mortality did increase in late 2007 and early 2008 
(see figure 4.13), coinciding with the rise in domestic 
and global food prices. While data was selected on 
the basis of regularity and completeness, we cannot 
concretely conclude that these increases were 
predominantly caused by high food prices. Still, these 
figures must not be dismissed for lack of causality, 
but prompt further questions about the nutritional 
impacts of high and volatile global food prices and 
how we identify them. National data, as used by 
FAO and WFP may not give an accurate picture 
of the realities facing those peoples most affected.

Not enough data was available to be able to show 
region-specific trends in malnutrition and under-five 
mortality rates in the SRS, but food security reports 
were alarming. The peoples of the SRS are predomi-
nantly pastoralist and agro-pastoralist and derive 
their income from the sales of livestock, supplement-
ed by petty trade – usually of firewood. The main 
staple foods of the region are locally produced sor-
ghum and maize followed by imported maize, sugar 
and pasta. As with the SNNPR, staple food prices 
have risen significantly over the past few years and 
the main income sources for inhabitants of the SRS 
are experiencing serious deterioration in the terms-
of-trade against staple food value. 

High international prices of cereals and inflated oil 
prices in the region appear to have influenced local 
price rises. However, drought, conflict and the re-
striction of cross-border trading with Somalia in 2007 
remain the most significant factors behind the price 
rises of locally produced foods.

Figure 4.14 overleaf shows how the price obtained 
from selling a live adult camel in March 2008 pur-
chased significantly less local produce than a year 
earlier. Similar trends are weak or absent when com-
paring camel sales value against imported foods – 
rice, sugar and pasta. Terms-of-trade for sheep also 
exhibit this pattern, while the value of goat sales de-
clined even against imported goods. Terms-of-trade 
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Figure 4.12: Global Acute Malnutrition in Ethiopia

Figure 4.13: Global acute malnutrition and under-five mortality rates in three districts of the SNNPR
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of livestock usually demonstrate clear seasonality in 
the SRS, falling after April and increasing again in 
November, but in 2007, terms-of-trade failed to re-
cover from their seasonal low-point (August-October) 
because of a combination of rising food prices and 
poor rains (see figure 4.14).

The reduced terms-of-trade are exacerbating the 
already destructive practice of selling assets to pur-
chase. Semi-structured interviews revealed that pas-
toralists were selling more assets or assets of greater 
value to ensure enough income to purchase enough 
food. Selling their best sheep would previously have 
bought 25kg of sugar and 25kg of cereals – today 
they must choose between the two.

In addition to revealing significantly reduced assets in 
early 2008 amongst pastoralists in the SNNPR, Ac-
tion Against Hunger observed that wealthier individu-
als were providing informal loans, at interest rates in 
excess of 100 percent, to poorer families for expendi-
ture on education, health and additional food costs. 
Similar findings were evident in a 2008 Action Against 
Hunger food security assessment in Achhem, Nepal 
where lower castes were discriminated against, of-
ten finding it hard to secure loans and being charged 
greater interest rates than higher castes. Debt is a sig-
nificant dimension of vulnerability, but remains difficult 
to measure and monitor – more effort must be made 
to include debt in future food security assessments.

This combination of high food prices, paternalism and 
malnutrition has become one of the pillars of discus-
sion of seasonality and now reveals itself in the con-
text of high global food prices. Evidence from Ethiopia 
shows that high and volatile food prices have had an 
adverse effect on terms-of-trade in both agricultural 
and pastoral livelihood zones. Survey data from the 
SNNPR shows that malnutrition rates also increased 
during this period. No concrete link can be estab-
lished here, but the evidence is mounting that high 
global food prices, domestically and globally, may 
have a significant bearing on acute malnutrition.

This year households across the world are spending 
a greater proportion of their income on food, reducing 
staple food consumption and restricting dietary diver-
sity in reaction to high food prices. Coping strategies 
may begin to wear thin, and vulnerability during the 
coming hunger season will increase as food stocks 
and assets are exhausted quicker. Gill’s Mean Vari-
ance Model indicates that this is a precarious situa-
tion, and evidence from Niger and Malawi suggests 
that reduced buffers and greater vulnerability to price 
shocks can cause widespread acute food insecurity 
and famine. The international community must be 
ready to react should a malnutrition crisis emerge. 
    

Figure 4.14: Terms-of-trade live adult camel versus staple foods
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5.  The Global Response to High Food Prices:
5.  What is Being Done?
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5.  the global response to high Food prices:
5.  What is being done?

Figure 5.1 shows the reaction-times of var-
ious groups to the escalating food prices 
– the dark shades represent the period of 

peak activity. Though the precise timing of differ-
ent actors varies by country and context, most 
regions followed this basic progression. Civil 
society7 reacted fastest, sometimes through vio-
lent protests prompting greater media attention 
and pressuring national governments into hasty 
responses (often imposing poorly designed ex-
port restrictions; see annex 6). The increasing 
media attention, threats to political and eco-
nomic security in some countries (notably Haiti) 
and pressure on budgets dedicated to food aid 
finally triggered a response from the multilater-
als (WFP and the World Bank were among the 
fastest to react) and, later, donors. A primary 
concern to Action Against Hunger, discussed 
further in section 6, is donor responsiveness to 
political pressure rather than information ema-
nating from surveillance in the South. A year on, 
few strides have been made to effectively ad-
dress the problem of hunger. This section pro-
vides an outline and critique of the responses 
to rising food prices at the global and national 
levels, supported by a case study of interven-
tions in Monrovia, Liberia.

As with hunger crises in the past, the interna-
tional response has been reactionary, media-
sensitive and late. Action has come largely in 
two forms: attempts to coordinate aid and global 
policy, specifically through the Comprehensive 
Framework for Action and the Global Partner-
ship on Agriculture and Food Security, and in-
terventions by the United Nations and Interna-
tional Financial Institutions (IFI). NGOs have 
also played a role, but have been constrained 
in their reaction by the lack of responsive fund-
ing, a lesser constraint for the UN agencies and 
IFIs. For this reason, this report will focus its 
critiques on the multilaterals.

In April 2008, the Chief Executives Board of the UN 
established a High-Level Task Force on the Global 
Food Crisis (HLTF), comprising of the Executive 
Heads of the UN specialised agencies, funds and 
programmes, Bretton-Woods institutions and the 
World Trade Organisation, to establish a common 
strategy on how to respond to the global food crisis 
in a coherent and coordinated way. The resulting 

5.1  The International Response

5.1.1  The High-Level Task Force and 
Comprehensive Framework for Action 

7 This report uses a loose definition of civil society to describe collective civil actors, including unions, farmer organisations, community based organisations, 
but also extending to the general public in the case of organised protests (violent or non-violent).

Figure 5.1: Timeline of the general response to the rising food prices
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(draft) Comprehensive Framework for Action was 
presented between 3rd and 5th June, 2008, at the 
High-Level Conference on Global Food Security to 
an audience representing 181 countries including 
42 Heads of State and Government, 100 high-level 
ministers and 60 NGOs and civil society organisa-
tions. The final Comprehensive Framework for Ac-
tion (CFA) puts forth a “framework for setting out 
the joint position of HLTF members on proposed 
actions to: 1) address the current threats and op-
portunities resulting from food price rises; 2) cre-
ate policy changes to avoid future food crises; and 
3) contribute to country, regional and global food 
and nutritional security” (High-Level Task Force 
2008:vii). 

The strength of the CFA exists in its multi-disci-
plinarity (see page 5 of the CFA or annex 7), its 
outcome-focused approach and its efforts to be 
inclusive. The framework represents an important 
attempt to provide a holistic response to high and 
volatile global food prices, bringing together re-
cent discussions and practices from economics, 
health, food security, nutrition, governance, agri-
culture, climate change, sustainable development 
and other fields. The emphasis on long-term solu-
tions as well as immediate needs is crucial, as is 
the growing support for the right to food, the cen-
trality of technological research and development 
and improved global and domestic food security 
monitoring systems.

While the CFA represents significant progress in 
an attempt to coordinate agendas in the light of the 
2005 Paris Declaration on Aid Effectiveness, bridg-
es the traditional divide between relief and devel-
opment and brings ‘hunger’ back to the forefront of 
development discourse, the guidelines are largely 
unimaginative – effectively proposing a review or a 
scale-up of existing operations. This is not in itself 
a criticism of the CFA, provided that the grounds for 
advocating for the scale-up of existing programmes 
are justified by proven success. However, there is a 
lack of prioritisation, no clear leadership, no guaran-
teed funding, no specified monitoring process and 
only limited participation and national ‘ownership’.

Prioritisation 
The CFA lists four immediate priorities: respond-
ing to needs for food assistance and broader so-
cial protection, distributing inputs and other agri-
cultural support, influencing short and long-term 
policies and responding to demands for support. 
Within this statement, very little is elaborated, and 
suggested interventions to combat hunger in the 
short-term focus largely on food aid. Advocating 
for a quick fix of the food aid system overlooks 
more effective treatments of malnutrition and the 
need for ready-to-use, pre-positioned resources 
before the hunger season. 

Leadership
The CFA demands leadership at all levels, plac-
ing particular emphasis on the national level. 
Here governments of the South are being asked 
to launch the assault on food insecurity and mal-
nutrition with support from a coordinated part-
nership between a broad group of stakeholders, 
including multilaterals, national and international 
NGOs and community based organisations. This 
recommendation comes without firm leadership 
at the global level, where WFP and FAO currently 
hold, arguably, the greatest sway at the expense 
of national governments. Without clear leader-
ship, a coordinated and directed response seems 
unlikely. 

Funding
The HLTF estimates that between US$25 and 
US$40 billion per year will be required to fully ad-
dress food insecurity on a global scale – a third 
dedicated to immediate assistance, and the re-
mainder invested to ensure long-term resilience. 
Half would be required for agriculture, and the oth-
er half for social protection. This estimate appears 
extremely conservative. In previous work, Action 
Against Hunger estimated that between US$37 
billion and US$70 billion is needed to effectively 
combat seasonal hunger worldwide (explained in 
section 6), a figure which does not include agri-
cultural interventions. Funding remains a major 
constraint to all initiatives combating malnutrition 
and food insecurity.
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Monitoring Progress
The CFA falls largely silent on how the response will 
be monitored, advocating for an internal monitoring 
system drawing on the multitude of systems already 
in place to track malnutrition and food security. 
Three issues arise (1 and 2 are discussed further 
in section 6): 

The need for appropriate indicators. Improved 
agricultural production, access to markets, 
trade liberalisation, access to food are all vital 
to resolve the global food security crisis, but 
if the CFA is to focus on vulnerable groups, 
nutrition must become the principle outcome 
indicator of policy success or failure.

The need to improve and connect existing 
monitoring to the decision-making process.
 
The need for an external monitoring system to 
ensure actors deliver on their promises. Hun-
ger Alliance and other bodies see a substantial 
role for NGOs in providing the link between the 
global framework and implementation at the 
local level. 

Effective monitoring will guarantee neither com-
pliance, nor success, but is essential if we are to 
make real progress in alleviating this form of pov-
erty. Concrete commitments are required, and the 
lack of political will remains the greatest impedi-
ment to the eradication of hunger.    

Participation and Ownership
Compliments must first be given to the HLTF for 
their efforts to make the design of the CFA an in-
clusive process. However, the CFA will only be 
successful if it ensures an inclusive platform for 
accountability, ‘ownership’ and participation at all 
levels of planning, implementation and monitoring. 
To date, policy debate surrounding the CFA has 
been remarkably lateral, dictated by the UN agen-
cies and IFIs without significant influence from af-
fected countries. In fact, many governments are 
yet to endorse the Framework. A major pillar of 
the CFA is the push for greater support for small-

scale farmers, though the voice of smallholders is 
noticeably absent from the deliberation process. 
The question remains: will the international com-
munity endorse and establish an enforceable right 
to food?

The CFA aims to be the catalyst for action by 
providing governments, international and re-
gional agencies and organisations, and civil 
society groups a menu of policies and actions 
from which to draw appropriate responses. 
(HLTF 2008:vii)

Action Against Hunger remains sceptical, but 
open. The CFA provides a high quality, holistic 
approach to high and volatile global food prices, 
outlining what is needed to address both short 
and long-term needs. However, a number of am-
biguities within the document and the lack of clear 
leadership and support threaten to undermine the 
opportunity to effectively tackle malnutrition and 
food insecurity in an environment where political 
support is waning as the financial crisis continues 
to put strain on the economies of donor countries. 
Hunger must be kept on the agenda; it must be 
given priority. 

First suggested by France and the UK at the Rome 
Summit in June 2008, and endorsed by the G8 a 
month later, the Global Partnership on Agriculture 
and Food Security (GPAFS) remains conceptual – 
a partnership bringing together developing country 
governments, multilaterals, universities, research 
institutes, non-governmental organisations, farm-
ers’ organisations, civil society organisations, pri-
vate foundations, the private sector and other in-
stitutions to tackle global food security as a unit 
(FAO/CFS 2008). More will, hopefully, be known 
about the form the GPAFS will take after the high-
level meeting on “Food Security for All”, in Madrid, 
scheduled for late January (sometimes referred to 
as the Madrid Meeting). As it stands, the Global 
Partnership represents a new architecture to com-

5.1.2  The Global Partnership on 
Agriculture and Food Security
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bat hunger and food insecurity, whose first mission 
will be to ensure global food security remains a 
global political priority. The expected roles of the 
GPAFS will be to:

encourage effective coordination of different 
actors
tackle emerging global policy
reform international institutions, where needed
ensure developing countries fully support 
interventions and approaches

The ambiguity surrounding the potential focus, 
structure and methods of the Global Partnership 
makes it hard to assess the possible impact of the 
institution. In this regard, Action Against Hunger 
has mainly questions. At what level will the GPAFS 
be focused; will it be a national or a global tool for 
addressing food insecurity and malnutrition? Who 
will provide leadership? What will be the relation-
ship between the Partnership and the CFA? More 
specifically, will the former endorse the latter? Will 
the GPAFS last? Will it achieve real results?

Action Against Hunger, Save the Children, Con-
cern, Care International and Tearfund (2008) artic-
ulated, in a joint statement, four critical elements 
needed to form the Global Partnership.

The GPAFS must prioritise malnutrition along-
side food security and agriculture as did the 
CFA, specifying explicit nutrition objectives. 
While food security and malnutrition are linked, 
ensuring access to adequate quality of foods 
will not prevent malnutrition, and specifically 
micronutrient deficiencies.
   
Donors must commit the additional funds 
needed to allow the GPAFS to function fully 
and effectively. To date, funding has been rela-
tively short of the estimates provided by the 
CFA and shorter of the calculations produced 
by Action Against Hunger.

The GPAFS should be guided by the Paris 
Declaration on Aid Effectiveness and strive 

for mutual accountability between donors and 
their partners. It is vital that decisions made by 
the new body are needs-driven and not donor-
driven. 

Civil society must have an audible voice within 
the Partnership. Current proposals fail to ac-
knowledge the crucial role civil society (global-
ly and nationally) can play in providing a voice 
of those in need and improving independence 
from donors and governments alike. Ultimate-
ly, the legitimacy of the GPAFS will depend on 
the meaningful inclusion of the various actors 
within civil society.

	
Lawrence Haddad, Director of the Institute of De-
velopment Studies, is quoted by the International 
Development Committee (2008:38), saying “[w]hile 
there are exceptions, very few truly joint initiatives 
manage to transcend the institutional fights for re-
sources and media limelight.” Action Against Hun-
ger supports the pursuit of greater coordination of 
aid, but asserts that there is a real need for strong, 
singular leadership and sustained, committed polit-
ical support in the fight against food insecurity and 
hunger. This applies both to the CFA and GPAFS. 
The Madrid Meeting will shed some light here, but 
it is difficult to see how another global ‘partnership’ 
will be able to meet needs with desired results in a 
respectable timeframe.

Four agencies within the vast United Nations net-
work are pertinent to the current debate. The World 
Food Programme was first to react to rising food 
prices. FAO and IFAD gained increasing recogni-
tion as major players in the future of global food 
security. Finally, UNICEF has established itself, 
over the years, as champions for the treatment of 
child malnutrition – a vulnerable group that is not 
catered for by general food aid.

The World Food Programme
The World Food Programme (WFP) has taken a 
leading role in the campaign against rising food 

5.1.3  The United Nations
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prices. Operations have a heavy food aid focus, 
but WFP also has projects directed at malnutrition 
and more long-term food security. Action Against 
Hunger echoes the sentiments of the International 
Development Committee (2008) in praising WFP 
for its rapid reaction to the sharp rise in food prices 
in late 2007 and early 2008, the most responsive 
of all UN bodies.

Following a successful campaign for US$755 mil-
lion in additional funds needed to compensate for 
the reduced purchasing power of the organisation 
brought about by high food and oil prices, in early 
2008, the global budget for WFP equalled US$6 
billion – the largest budget of any humanitarian 
group. An extraordinary donation of US$500 mil-
lion from Saudi Arabia provided a surplus US$214 
million which was specifically allocated to ad-
dressing the Food Crisis. Table 5.1 summarises 
the country break-down of US$104 million of the 
US$214 million package targeting those popula-
tions most affected by rising food prices. Figure 
5.2 demonstrates the success of the WFP fun-
draising strategy – depicting the steady conver-
gence of needs and mobilised funding. 

Table 5.1: Total and per capita spending as part 
of the 2008, US$214 million package to mitigate 
the effects of high food prices in target countries

Country Per Capita Total Allocation

Djibouti $34.25 $5,000,000

Ghana $15.81 $3,400,000

Guinea $17.09 $10,000,000

Haiti $3.20 $8,000,000

Liberia $45.45 $10,000,000

Mauritania $10.91 $6,000,000

Mozambique $31.25 $5,000,000

Nepal $4.62 $6,000,000

Pakistan $7.14 $20,000,000

Palestine $16.67 $2,000,000

Senegal $11.11 $6,000,000

Tajikistan $10.00 $10,000,000

Uganda $15.72 $2,500,000

Yemen $9.88 $10,000,000

   
Source: UN 2008b

Figure 5.2: World Food Programme operational requirements for 2008
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These figures give weight to two important observa-
tions:

Firstly, even the world’s largest humanitarian 
actor only caters for a small percentage of ac-
tual needs. FAO estimated a total of 923 mil-
lion people suffered from hunger in 2007. That 
year, WFP food assistance reached 86.1 million 
people in 80 countries. Despite the vast sums 
donated, particularly by Saudi Arabia, WFP still 
has the capacity to cater for only 97 million (ap-
proximately 10 percent) of the world’s hungry, 
currently approximated at 963 million. So while 
the difference between requested and mobilised 
funds is small, the gap between total beneficiar-
ies and the estimated number of people going 
hungry is unacceptable.

Secondly, food aid remains the only large-scale in-
tervention targeting hunger that is endorsed and 
supported (financially and politically) by the inter-
national donor community. Food aid is effective in 
addressing only limited forms of hunger, only indi-
rectly impacting on acute malnutrition which has 
been rising in some countries (as shown in the 
case study from Ethiopia). Action Against Hunger 
encourages WFP to either improve its response to 
severe acute malnutrition by improving the qual-
ity of food aid and rethinking treatments targeting 
malnutrition, or developing ‘twin-track’ interven-
tions addressing food security and malnutrition si-
multaneously, in collaboration with FAO, UNICEF 
and WHO. 

Food and Agriculture Organisation
The Food and Agriculture Organisation (FAO) has 
also been a significant actor in the global response 
to high and volatile global food prices, providing 
US$59 million to governments of worst-affected 
countries – and specifically those regions prepar-
ing for or beginning the planting season. Interven-
tions generally assumed the form of agricultural 
input distribution and technical assistance. The 
Organisation has requested US$1.7 billion to fulfil 
its Initiative on Soaring Food Prices for 2009 (UN 
2008b).

International Fund for Agricultural Development
The president of the International Fund for Agricul-
tural Development (IFAD) announced the intention 
to provide US$200 million for immediate injection 
into agriculture in all countries IFAD currently op-
erates in. By September, only US$50 million had 
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Action Against Hunger is not a monitoring 
agency, but an NGO concerned predominantly 
with child malnutrition. However, reports ema-
nating from developing countries continue to 
highlight the dangers of relying on food aid. 
Regardless of the economic and social impli-
cations of large-scale food aid, the ongoing 
practices of supplying the majority of food aid 
in-kind and tying cash donations is nothing 
short of embarrassing. 

In April 2007, the United States donated 
US$20 million to WFP school-feeding opera-
tions in Malawi, to be used over three years, 
on the condition that the cash donation would 
be spent on US maize-soya blend – a forti-
fied food used commonly in emergency food 
distributions. Legal restrictions in the United 
States require all food aid to be packaged by 
US firms and 75 percent transported by US 
freight. While the cost of maize-soya blend 
differs only marginally between the USA and 
Malawi at source, by the time US food aid 
reached Malawi it cost US$812 per tonne 
compared to US$320 per tonne for the locally 
produced blend. Substantially more is spent 
on administrative and transport costs than ac-
tual food aid.

In short, the amount spent on the US maize-
soya blend could have fed two and a half times 
more children in Malawi, had it been spent on 
locally produced fortified foods. 

Box 6: The Trouble with 
Conditionality in Food Aid 
Distribution



been committed by donors. The mobilised loans 
and grants are being used to support local farm-
ers boost staple food production by purchasing 
farming inputs and distributing seed among other 
activities. IFAD technical support is also trying to 
improve the sustainability of agricultural practices 
(UN 2008b). 

United Nations Children’s Fund
In April 2008, executive director, Ann Venemann, 
announced that UNICEF (2008a) is closely moni-
toring the nutrition situation and the impact on 
food price increases on women and children. 
UNICEF’s priority in the current climate of high 
and volatile food prices is to assist children that 
are already malnourished, and prevent the nutri-
tion situation of affected populations from worsen-
ing (UNICEF 2008a). 

The agency has allocated an additional US$50 
million to programmes in 41 developing coun-
tries where malnutrition poses a serious threat 
to children and other vulnerable groups (ALNAP 
2008). UNICEF in Mozambique, for example, 
was allocated an additional US$3 million in an 
attempt to scale-up nutrition programmes and 
cater for the increased needs of children in a cli-
mate of high food prices (UNICEF 2008c). New 
nutrition programmes to provide supplementary 
feeding to under-fives were established in cen-
tral and southern Somalia where high global food 
prices compounded the devastating effects of re-
gional drought and worsening conflict (UNICEF 
2008d).

Coordination between the agencies of the United 
Nations in the design of interventions to mitigate 
the effects of high food prices is of primary impor-
tance. The overlaps between WFP and FAO and 
FAO and IFAD must be addressed. This is not to 
say, as has been suggested by DfID in the past 
(International Development Committee 2008), 
that WFP should focus on immediate needs and 
humanitarian assistance, leaving FAO to address 
more long-term food security and malnutrition. The 
need to bridge the lasting divide between relief and 

development takes precedence here, but to have 
the various UN agencies competing for the same 
resources and addressing the same needs is inef-
ficient and constrains progress. 

A single agenda must be set. In this light, the ab-
sence of UNICEF from the global debates surround-
ing high and volatile global food prices is disturb-
ing. The principle UN body concerned with child 
malnutrition, UNICEF’s experience and expertise 
will be vital in designing an effective and compre-
hensive response to the global hunger crisis.

The influence and budgets of the international fi-
nancial institutions (IFIs) make them powerful ac-
tors in the response to high and volatile global 
food prices. Of immediate importance is the ability 
of these institutions to provide soft loans to stabi-
lise economies suffering from declining terms-of-
trade and scale-up social protection for vulnerable 
citizens in areas hit hard by high and volatile food 
prices. The World Bank and International Mone-
tary Fund have the power to act as a buffer to the 
lasting effects of high food prices on poverty and 
development.

World Bank
The World Bank (also known by the formal title of 
the International Bank for Reconstruction and De-
velopment) launched rapid needs assessments in 
40 developing countries and earmarked US$1.2 
billion for a newly established Global Food Re-
sponse Programme (not to be confused with the 
Global Partnership) to “provide rapid assistance to 
the most fragile, poor and heavily-impacted coun-
tries”. The first US$ 200 million has been set aside 
for grants to the world’s poorest states and is cur-
rently being distributed. Further loans of values 
between US$100 million and US$200 million were 
supplied to hard-hit nations like Bangladesh and 
Burundi. In the long-run, the Bank has agreed to 
boost support to agriculture from US$4 billion to 
US$6 billion and double lending to agriculture in 

5.1.4  The International Financial 
Institutions
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Africa to US$800 million in 2009. Investment loans 
have been provided for purchasing agricultural in-
puts, funding safety nets and compensating for 
revenues lost from reducing taxes.

Molina and Muchhala (2008) insist the signs are 
good. Under the Global Food Response Pro-
gramme, new operations have been provided 
mostly as grants with only light conditions at-
tached. Additional funds supplied to existing Bank 
loans have no additional conditionality, though 
conditions attached to the initial loan remain with-
out the possibility of waiver. Investment loans 
have no conditionality, but have ridged directives 
for procurement and sometimes contain suggest-
ed changes for government policy. However, there 
may be limited space for national governments to 
implement endogenous agricultural policy. 

International Monetary Fund
The International Monetary Fund (IMF) produced 
the most comprehensive assessment of the like-
ly macroeconomic consequences of rising food 
prices in a study covering 146 countries. IMF pre-
scriptions were strongly neo-liberal, urging states 
to eliminate market interventions, such as subsi-
dies, and protect citizens from the resulting impact 
on livelihoods by investing in social safety nets 
(Eurodad 2008). The Fund also provided financial 
support to a number of low-income countries, in 
the form of grants to reduce gaps in the balance of 
payments. Additional assistance was made avail-
able through the Poverty Reduction and Growth 
Facility – the IMF’s low-interest lending facility. 
The Exogenous Shocks Facility, created in 2005 
to provide rapid and accessible support following 
sudden exogenous shocks, has also been em-
ployed for the first time since it was established 
(Molina and Muchhala 2008). 

Worryingly, IMF Chief Strauss-Kahn persuaded 
leaders at the G8 that “inflation should be the top 
concern of policymakers confronted by higher 
food and fuel prices”. It is of grave concern to Ac-
tion Against Hunger that food security and nutri-
tion are not considered the principle priority. Fur-

ther criticisms have emerged in work by Eurodad 
(2008) and Molina and Muchhala (2008).

The IMF has only increased lending to exist-
ing ‘customers’. 

Conditionality on the fiscal deficit has been 
loosened to allow national governments to 
increase spending on food. This is unlikely 
to signify a permanent change in lending 
strategies. 

The Exogenous Shocks Facility (ESF) was 
not employed quickly enough – delayed from 
June to mid-September. 

Only the first quarter of funds from the ESF 
carry no conditionality. Additional borrowing is 
subject to the same guidelines as loans given 
by the World Bank’s Poverty Reduction and 
Growth Facility. 

The privileged position of the World Bank and IMF 
should be exploited, both institutions must make a 
greater effort to support government interventions, 
in the South, that protect vulnerable households, 
while advising against those that will do further 
damage.

The popular focus on WFP, the CFA, the HLTF 
and other similar institutions is distracting 
attention from the role of national governments 
in developing countries. National and local 
responses to the high and volatile global food 
prices are often absent in recent discussions. Yet, 
threats to economic and political security meant 
that national governments were far more reactive 
to the rising food prices than the international 
development community – figure 5.3 overleaf 
categorises the interventions made in early 2008 
by 104 countries. While governments have been 
more sensitive to the demands of those affected 
than donor institutions, many of the countries 
most affected had neither the finance nor the 
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Figure 5.3: Government responses to high food prices in early 2008 (IFPRI sample of 104 countries)
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capacity to initiate effective responses – countries 
like Lesotho, Eritrea and the Gambia who 
have experienced substantial declines in their 
balance-of-trade (World Bank 2008c). National 
responses fall largely into three categories: 
market, social protection and agriculture-oriented 
interventions. 

Some countries responded to high food prices by 
scaling-up or adapting existing social protection 
schemes, such as cash-for-work or food handout 
programmes. For example, in February 2008, the 
Government of Ethiopia raised wage rates in the 
country’s largest cash-for-work programme by 33 
percent in response to a 23 percent increase in 
food prices (World Bank 2008c). Similarly, Bang-
ladesh expanded its food-for-work programme to 
mitigate the effects of rising food prices and “nat-
ural disasters” (World Bank 2008c:3). A number 
of countries have expanded school feeding pro-
grammes. South Africa has increased the budg-
et for the national school nutrition programme 

(World Bank 2008c), while Liberia has reintro-
duced school feeding in urban areas with the help 
of WFP. 

Countries adopting social protection responses 
to high food prices must be commended, but 
dangers do exist with this type of micro-level 
intervention. School feeding programmes often 
fail to target malnutrition among children who are 
not enrolled in school – particularly very young 
children who are most severely affected by mal-
nutrition – and ignore vulnerable households 
without children. Cash-for-work programmes are 
not appropriate for the elderly, whose needs are 
rarely recognised, and can lead to further infla-
tion of food prices in areas where supply cannot 
be increased through production or trade. Cash 
transfers that are not index-linked will also be 
devalued in real terms when food prices are high. 
Key to the success of any such intervention is 
careful design – NGOs with expertise in social 
protection have a duty to provide support to na-
tional governments. Further recommendations 
regarding social protection are given in section 6.

5.2.1  Scaling-up Social Protection



Market interventions have been favoured by gov-
ernments reacting to the pressures of high food 
prices, largely because they are easy to imple-
ment and are highly visible. These were largely of 
three types: reducing import taxes on foods; tar-
geting domestic food prices by introducing food 
subsidies or price ceilings; or imposing export re-
strictions. 

Changing Import and Export Taxes
Twenty-four of the fifty-eight countries sampled 
by the World Bank (2008c) in early 2008 reduced 
taxes on imports and VAT. FAO (2008c) note that 
the average tariff on cereals averaged 8 percent 
among the 60 countries sampled, meaning that 
even the elimination of these taxes has limited im-
pact on prices. Tax reductions may prove difficult 
to reverse, leading to significant reductions in gov-
ernment revenue. However, maintaining high food 
tariffs to protect domestic production, as practiced 
by the Philippines (World Bank 2008c), imposes 
additional stress on the budgets and livelihoods 
of poor households by marking-up prices. More 
targeted tax changes must be designed to protect 
consumers without compromising the opportunity 
for producers to benefit from high prices.

Subsidies and Price Ceilings
Some governments have moved to subsidise spe-
cific foods, as seen in Yemen and Pakistan – sup-
plying subsidised wheat on some markets and a 
rationing card system, respectively (World Bank 
2008c). Other countries, like Morocco and Libe-
ria, reacted by imposing a maximum sales price, 
or ceiling price for selected foods (World Bank 
2008c). Subsidising foods and imposing ceiling 
prices can be damaging, creating a gap between 
the economic price of a good as dictated by supply 
and demand and the actual price. While protecting 
consumers, these interventions can lower producer 
prices and discourage domestic food production. 

Export Restrictions
In the IFPRI (2008a) sample of 104 countries, 
30 imposed export restrictions in early 2008 to 

protect domestic food security by increasing ex-
port taxes or limiting/prohibiting trade. Among 
these countries are a number of major food ex-
porters, including India and China where rice 
exports (among other foods) were banned. Do-
mestically, export bans and high export tariffs 
“tend to have a limited impact on domestic price 
levels and a significant negative effect on earn-
ings for domestic producers and exporters [re-
moving the market incentives for boosting food 
production]” (World Bank 2008c:4). While, small 
increases in export taxes can help to maintain 
domestic food sales and improve the govern-
ments’ fiscal balance and macroeconomic sta-
bility, export restrictions can significantly im-
pact food prices in countries dependent on food 
imports. Action Against Hunger’s researchers 
in Liberia and Sierra Leone revealed that both 
countries were facing declining terms-of-trade 
and greater domestic food prices because of 
rice export restrictions in China. More must be 
done to discourage governments from imposing 
short-sighted and potentially damaging market 
interventions which exacerbate the effects of 
high food prices in other countries and limit do-
mestic food production.

In the long-run, agricultural production must be 
increased sufficiently to meet the needs of the 
global population. Many of the market interven-
tions mentioned above suppress the normal 
market stimuli encouraging an increase in food 
supply. However, some countries have already 
taken strides to boost domestic food production, 
increasing the budget of the ministry of agricul-
ture or providing subsidised seeds and fertilisers. 
Improved infrastructure connecting domestic and 
global markets, more effective risk management 
systems and improved market information sys-
tems are all likely to play a part in restoring global 
and local food security. More effort is needed to 
find an appropriate method to disseminate up-to-
date research in agriculture to farmers in develop-
ing countries.

5.2.3  Boosting Agricultural Production
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5.2.2  Intervening in the Market



The high food prices have spurred a number of mid-
dle and upper-income countries to lease or buy ag-
ricultural land in poorer nations with the intention of 
shipping produce back to their own domestic markets 
in an effort to protect national food security (Borger 
2008). In 2007, China acquired access to 1.24 mil-
lion hectares of Filipino land, in 2008, the Govern-
ment of South Korea announced plans to purchase 
690 thousand hectares of arable land in Sudan and 
has recently supported Daewoo Logistics negotiate 
a 99-year lease for 1.3 million hectares of land in 
western Madagascar (Borger 2008). China, South 
Korea and Saudi Arabia are the largest investors to 
date, but other countries, including the United Arab 
Emirates, Japan, Egypt, Libya, Qatar, Kuwait and 
India, are making similar advances, particularly in 
Africa and South East Asia (Borger 2008).

Generally, poorer nations have been pushed by 
bilaterals and multilaterals to attract foreign invest-
ments, but in the present political climate, there is 
an air of uncertainty surrounding the deals. There 
is certainly a danger of marginalised groups and 
poor farmers with poor access to land losing out 
further – with the potential of sparking protest. In 
Laos, wealthy elites have been selling large tracts 
of land to foreign investors at prices below the mar-
ket rate, for forestry or agricultural purposes. Small-
holder farmers, who were forced to vacate their land 
for minimal compensation have begun to rebel in 
some regions by burning the plantation crops and 
machinery (MacKinnon 2008). Foreign investment 
is regarded as necessary for economic develop-
ment, but can have anti-developmental effects by 
creating dependency and building inequality. More 
efforts must be made to support civil society groups 
monitor and influence the way national investments 
are negotiated.

Research conducted on behalf of Action Against 
Hunger in Liberia provides a more localised picture 

of responses to the Global Food Price Crisis. The 
Liberian economy has been severely affected by 
the two civil wars fought between 1989 and 2003. 
Petroleum and food are Liberia’s greatest imports 
at 25 and 24 percent of total imports (rice accounts 
for 65 percent of food imports). This reliance on 
imported food and fuel has seen the Liberian trade 
deficit widen gradually since 2005 as global prices 
increased – oil by 37 percent and food by 280 per-
cent in this period. 

Despite great potential (some areas may permit 
three harvests per year), food production has nev-
er really been developed, rendering local produce 
uncompetitive. Transportation networks are poor, 
restricting the commercialisation of local produc-
tion and forcing urban coastal populations to be-
come more reliant on imports for food. Ninety-two 
percent of rice consumed in urban Liberia is im-
ported, making the population highly vulnerable 
to changes in global food prices as seen over the 
past two years.

Food and Oil Prices Increase Dramatically
The cost of basic food stuffs in Monrovia has been 
increasing since 2006 – with a more pronounced 
rise in prices starting in late 2007 – affecting rice, 
cassava, palm oil, vegetable oil, fish and meat. 
The Central Bank of Liberia estimated the 2007 
inflation rate of food at about 19 percent, 10 per-
cent for imported goods and 26 percent for local 
produce (see figure 5.4 overleaf).

Food price inflation in 2008 was higher than in 
2007. Imported rice is the primary staple food for 
most Monrovians, followed by cassava, but supply 
was limited in early 2008, and prices increased by 
33 percent in the first few months of the year. The 
reliance on rice imports has left the Monrovian 
market sensitive to external fluctuations in price 
and supply. Trade restrictions on rice imposed by 
India and China significantly constrained rice im-
ports in Liberia as the cost of importing a ton of 
rice rose from US$ 400 in October 2007 to over 
$1,000 per ton in mid-2008 contributing to the high 
domestic prices experienced in the annual lean 
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5.3  Case Study 3: Responses to the 
Food Crisis in Monrovia, Liberia 

5.2.4  The Scramble for Agricultural 
Land



season. Four types of imported rice are generally 
available in Monrovia: American (USA) parboiled 
rice, Chinese parboiled rice, Chinese butter rice 
and Indian white long grain rice, varying in quality, 
preference and price.

Other important foods also increased in price. 
Palm oil, the favoured edible oil in Liberia, 
was reported to have experienced the greatest 
price rise of all food products. Cassava prices 
also increased significantly in early 2008 due 
to increased demand as consumers altered 
their diets away from rice. The cost of fish, the 
principle source of protein for Monrovians, also 
rose due to higher transport costs. 

Domestic and regional factors also had an ef-
fect on food costs in Monrovia. Cross-border 
trading, for example, may have affected do-
mestic prices, though the exact volume and im-
pact of this trade is unknown. Local rice prices 
are inflated by poor storage capacity. In 2007, 
19 percent of post-harvest stock was lost. Poor 
infrastructure raises the price of local produce 
and limits its distribution, creating pockets of 
insecurity. Supply is further constrained by 
lack of profitability for farmers in Liberia, who 
are discouraged from subsistence farming by 

higher prices in contract concessions during 
the dry season and cash crop production in the 
farming season. 

Anecdotal Impacts on Households
The study in Liberia was the first undertaken by 
Action Against Hunger in 2008, but was unable 
to determine the precise impact of high food 
prices on urban households. However, anecdo-
tal and observational evidence suggested that 
the exceptionally high cost of food was hitting 
the poorest hardest, restricting dietary diver-
sity and constraining household budgets with 
damaging effects on nutrition and livelihoods. 
A number of findings stood out:

The poorest suffered most. Poor households 
were unable to accumulate food stocks when 
prices were cheap and are now especially vul-
nerable to high price volatility and inflation. 
These households are able to afford only small 
quantities of food and so are obliged to pur-
chase from the market on a regular basis. Rice 
is usually sold in cups, a procedure that es-
capes the government-imposed ceiling price 
(discussed below). The result is that poor peo-
ple are more vulnerable to future price shocks, 
can afford less food and must pay more for it.
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Figure 5.4: Consumer Price Index in Monrovia from January 2007 to January 2008
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Dietary diversity deteriorated. Protein intake was 
observed to have reduced significantly during the 
study period. Rising rice prices forced households 
to dedicate larger proportions of their food budget 
to rice at the expense of meat and fish. This was 
compounded by the increased price of meat and 
fish deriving from increased fuel (and so trans-
port) costs. The long-term impact of high prices 
on child development and chronic malnutrition 
may be significant.  

Feeding centre admissions rates increased. In 
February 2008, GAM and SAM rates were 17.6 
and 1 percent, respectively. Action Against Hun-
ger observed an increase of 40 percent in new 
admissions to its therapeutic feeding programmes 
from April to May. However, these could not be 
completely attributed to global food price rises 
as this period overlapped with the annual hunger 
season in Monrovia.  

Household income shrunk. Petty traders generally 
lack working capital, relying instead on credit pur-
chases from wholesalers to maintain their liveli-
hoods, repaying credit on a daily basis. A number 
of women stated in interviews that they could no 
longer afford to invest in the initial capital for their 
micro-businesses, forcing them to abandon their 
trade.

Demand for child labour increased. While impos-
sible to quantify the scale or impact, interviews 
revealed that some households relied on the in-
creased participation of children in income gener-
ating activities as a ‘coping mechanism’ due to the 
high living costs.

The International Community is Late
During the assessment, Action Against Hunger 
noted the responses of other international agen-
cies to the rapidly rising food prices. The World 
Food Programme and World Bank, as seen else-
where, represented the most significant actors 
during the crisis, while the EU and international 
NGOs based in Liberia also began reforming 
strategies and policies. Despite food prices rising 

rapidly at the onset of the hunger season, few ac-
tions were taken before July 2008 by the interna-
tional community present in Monrovia.

In June 2008, the World Food Programme 
launched a joint impact assessment of the in-
crease of prices across Liberia, in collaboration 
with several Ministries and actors involved in food 
security. Regular pipeline-breaks restricted WFP 
capacity until September when school feeding 
programmes were scaled-up. FAO was present 
too, supporting the Ministry of Agriculture distrib-
ute seeds to farmers in Liberia – though this ini-
tiative looked like a political move to support the 
‘back to the soil’ initiative explained in the follow-
ing section.

The World Bank allocated a US$10 million envelope 
in response to the surge in prices dedicated 
to emergency response targeting vulnerable 
households, school feeding and mother-child 
health programmes. The World Bank (2008b) 
Project Concept Note proposes an emergency 
programme which focuses on measures to: (i) 
assist the Government to cushion the impact of 
food inflation on the most vulnerable; (ii) initiate 
actions on the supply side that will mitigate the 
impact of the crisis in the medium-to-long term; 
and (iii) support policy measures to improve the 
efficiency of markets, stabilise prices and better 
target the poor. The following three components 
are proposed:

budget support for food price policy reforms
support to social safety-net programme
interventions to boost agricultural production

The European Union through ECHO planned to 
fund emergency response for the second half of 
2008 by supporting WFP’s treatment of severe 
and moderate acute malnutrition and the distribu-
tion of food. By the time the Action Against Hun-
ger assessment was completed, resident NGOs 
had still not adapted their operational strategy to 
the current food crisis, though some surveys had 
been planned. This is partly because many NGOs 
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had withdrawn from the emergency response and 
so had discontinued their activities in Monrovia.

The Liberian Government’s Responses
In response to the rising food prices, the Gov-
ernment of Liberia introduced a number of short- 
and long-term policies to combat high food 
prices ranging from cash-for-work and supple-
mentary feeding programmes to import bans, a 
ceiling price for rice, suspension of import tax for 
rice, negotiations with several countries for in-
kind financial support, negotiations with China to 
resume rice exports to Liberia, and agricultural 
interventions.

Agricultural interventions included increasing 
the national budget allocated to agriculture from 
3.4 percent in 2007/2008 to 6.8 percent in the 
2008/2009 fiscal year and the ‘back to soil initia-
tive’, launched at the end of June 2008, encourag-
ing the urban population to work on farms in rural 
areas. It is likely that benefits of urban living, such 
as greater work opportunities, better health and 
education services, and easy access to markets, 
will make it difficult to persuade youthful urbanites 
to invest their futures in farming.

The Government also established a ceiling price 
for rice of US$30 at wholesale and US$31 at re-
tail level for 50 kilos of rice. However, rice is usu-
ally sold in ‘cups’ on informal markets which are 
poorly regulated – the equivalent price of Ameri-
can parboiled rice sold by the cup was $50 for 50 
kilos at the time of the study. Poorer households 
were unable to afford the lump-sum cost of a 50 
kilo bag of rice and so paid a higher price than 
richer consumers who bought in bulk. 

The government suspension of the 2.1US$/bag 
tax on imported rice may have been beneficial to 
consumers but could have adverse effects in the 
long-run. Removing the import tax will cost Liberia 
US$ 6 million over a one year period, leading to 
cuts in government expenditure or a rise in the 
budget deficit, with significant consequences for 
development.

Action Against Hunger Recommendations for 
Liberia
The Liberian Government has taken strides to 
protect some citizens from high food prices and 
boost national food production – but these have 
not fully met the needs of the affected popula-
tion. Therefore, Action Against Hunger proposes 
a number of additional short, medium and long-
term interventions.

In the short-term, Action Against Hunger recom-
mends increasing the capacity for tackling malnu-
trition by improving surveillance of the Ministry of 
Health and scaling-up treatment of acute malnutri-
tion through feeding centres. Daily wet meals for 
children under three years old and cash or food 
vouchers to pregnant and lactating women could 
support these initiatives by targeting the groups 
most at risk of malnutrition. Efforts must also be 
made to improve the purchasing power of poor 
and vulnerable groups through cash handouts. 

In the medium and long-term, policies should fo-
cus on improving dietary diversity of poor house-
holds by supporting vegetable production in the 
urban and peri-urban context or providing em-
ployment guarantee schemes to boost income. 
The government is strongly urged to seek greater 
independence from the international food market 
for staple food, particularly in the urban context 
of Monrovia. Swamp land can be farmed, food 
storage improved and infrastructure developed. 
Greater regulation of rice prices is also needed to 
address the market failures that underpin season-
al price fluctuations. Finally, the government must 
boost small-scale farm production by increasing 
small-holder bargaining power, supporting com-
munity-based cooperatives and integrating mar-
kets within the country.   

For a short time in 2008, violent protests, threats to 
national security, reduced purchasing power of re-
lief NGOs and increased media attention propelled 
hunger and food security to the forefront of the 
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development agenda. As attention swelled around 
food prices, the United Nations launched the High 
Level Task Force and later the Rome Summit, re-
sulting in a Comprehensive Framework for Action 
and a proposed Global Partnership on Agriculture 
and Food Security. The CFA represents an effort 
to coordinate and focus the response to high and 
volatile global food prices in the short, medium 
and long-term. Whether the new Global Partner-
ship will endorse the holistic approach presented 
in the CFA remains to be seen; there is a worry 
that policy debate and implementation will con-
tinue to be controlled by global agencies rather 
than national and local needs. Can a new Global 
Partnership really deliver concrete results? Action 
Against Hunger remains sceptical, but open. 

The World Food Programme has been the most 
proficient of the UN agencies during this period, 
raising substantial funds to support its operations 
in early 2008. Despite this, WFP’s budget grew 
by only a small proportion in real terms – a re-
sult echoed later, after pledges made in Rome 
failed to translate into actual funding. Internation-
al food prices may be falling now, but domesti-
cally they remain high: the food crisis is not over. 
Even in areas where malnutrition rates had not 
increased dramatically, as they did in Ethiopia, 
Action Against Hunger research showed consist-
ent decreases in dietary diversity and total food 
consumption among poor households affected by 
higher food costs. This will have long-term impli-
cations for food security and poverty. The interna-
tional community must remain vigilant and con-
tinue to prioritise malnutrition and food security. 
The next section explores what can be done to 
eradicate hunger.
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6.  What More is Needed?

The global food price rises are not the re-
sult of a single cause, nor do they affect all 
peoples to the same degree. An effective 

response must be broad, cross-disciplined and 
function at all levels; it must address both causes 
and effects, past, present and future. The CFA 
draws together some of the most recent debates 
surrounding agriculture, economics, development 
studies, food security and nutrition to provide a 
platform for a multi-faceted, unified response. It 
has prompted a needed return of agriculture and 
hunger to the top of the international development 
agenda. Still, more than almost any other disease, 
severe acute malnutrition is incorrectly viewed as 
a symptom of crisis, and treated only in emergen-
cy responses; shedding this attitude is vital for 
alleviating hunger worldwide. Drawing on almost 
half a decade of experience in combating food in-
security and acute malnutrition on the ground, this 
section outlines a number of recommendations 
which may form part of a global response to the 
immediate crisis and a buffer to future crises. This 
section will briefly describe a number of proven 
tools used to address acute malnutrition and food 
insecurity, discuss what is needed to create an 
environment where these interventions can be ap-
plied most effectively, and ask what can be done 
to immediately scale-up the treatment of severe 
acute malnutrition. 

Alleviating hunger will not be easy and remains 
possibly the greatest humanitarian challenge 
faced by the international development commu-
nity. The CFA has made strides towards an inte-
grated approach to improving global food secu-
rity and eliminating hunger. Improving agricultural 
production and supporting small-scale farmers 
are crucial to ensuring everyone has enough to 
eat, and may also provide opportunities for pro-
poor growth. Action Against Hunger supports such 
initiatives, but insists that bolstering food produc-
tion will not be sufficient to eradicate hunger, and 
particularly malnutrition. A package of social pro-

tection programmes and treatment of malnutrition 
is needed too. Essential proven interventions in 
the fight against hunger are:

Food reserves
Community-based  management of severe 
acute malnutrition
Growth promotion programmes
Employment guarantee schemes
Social pensions
Food aid 
Index-linked cash and food transfers 

Food Reserves
Low food reserves exacerbated the impact of ce-
real supply shocks in late 2007. Global cereal re-
serves are at their lowest level for 30 years and 
must be increased to buffer against future pro-
duction shortfalls. Food reserves can be physi-
cal or virtual, and operate at the global, regional, 
national or local level. The Structural Adjustment 
Programmes of the IMF and World Bank frequent-
ly required countries, like Malawi, to abandon 
national food reserves and rely on international 
trade to protect domestic food security. National 
agricultural boards frequently bought staple foods 
during the post-harvest season at a fixed price, 
selling the stock at the same price during the hun-
ger season, when prices are usually high. Though 
national food reserves were often inefficient and 
their operators corrupt, these schemes did pro-
vide improved food security. Action Against Hun-
ger suggests that regional grain stocks, managed 
by regional bodies, should be considered both as 
a form of market regulation, and as a platform for 
emergency response. 

Community-Based Management of Severe Acute 
Malnutrition
The treatment of severe acute malnutrition has 
recently been improved by moving from a facility-
based to a community-based approach. Severely 
malnourished children without complications can 
be treated with ready-to-use therapeutic foods in 
the community. Only children with complications 
(anorexia and extensive oedema) are treated as 

6.1  What Interventions can be used 
to Fight Hunger?
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inpatients. This community-based approach has 
dramatically increased the coverage of malnu-
trition treatment programmes and can be easily 
scaled-up (WHO et al 2007). Community-based 
management should represent a major pillar 
within any social protection package targeting 
hunger or malnutrition. 

Growth Promotion Programmes
Growth promotion programmes are aimed at pre-
school children and pregnant/lactating women. 
These programmes include: growth monitoring; 
antenatal care; breastfeeding promotion; health, 
hygiene and nutrition education; and supple-
mentary feeding of pregnant women, lactating 
mothers and preschool children (Devereux et al. 
2008).  Shown to reduce malnutrition by 1 to 2 
percentage points each year, child growth promo-
tion programmes have the ability to prevent sev-
eral million children succumbing to malnutrition 
each year if implemented worldwide (Devereux et 
al 2008).  

Employment Guarantee Schemes
With labour being the prominent asset available 
to many poor households, especially during the 
hunger season, employment schemes provide 
a source of income (or food) during a time 
when labour work is difficult to find. The most 
comprehensive national employment scheme is 
found in India, where all citizens are guaranteed 
100 days of work at minimum wage. This form 
of social protection is only effective when 
governments are able to deliver work in response 
to households’ demands for work. India’s 
National Rural Employment Guarantee Scheme 
has shown that an active judiciary supporting the 
right to information may be a necessary condition 
to creating an effective national employment 
system. India may provide a model for similar 
schemes to be adapted and implemented in a 
range of countries.

Social Pensions
Social Pensions are regular unconditional cash 
transfers for either all elderly citizens or just tar-

geted groups of the population. (Devereux et al. 
2008). A number of countries have introduced so-
cial pensions, including Brazil, Botswana, Mauri-
tius, Lesotho, Nepal and South Africa; pensions 
have improved living standards for the elderly as 
well as their families. In South Africa, children 
in families receiving social pensions were more 
likely to attend school (Edmonds 2006). These 
pensions are feasible and accessible for low-in-
come countries. ILO (2008) estimates that pro-
viding universal basic old-age and disability pen-
sions in some countries, including Burkina Faso, 
Ethiopia, Kenya and Nepal would cost between 
1.1 and 1.5 percent of GDP annually. For oth-
ers, such as Cameroon, Guinea and India costs 
would be below 1 percent of GDP (ILO 2008); 
though the costs of social pensions will increase 
as people live longer and the average age in-
creases. Future schemes should also cater for 
lactating mothers to allow women to breastfeed 
their children.

Food Aid 
Though alternative forms of treatment are 
needed to address severe acute malnutrition, 
food aid remains an important intervention 
against hunger. Musopole (2004) of Action Aid 
Malawi, clearly explains how food aid, when 
handled correctly, has the potential to alleviate 
the dependence of smallholder farmers on 
casual labour as a source of income or food 
during the hunger season and free-up time to 
cultivate one’s own crops. Still, food aid is a 
short-term response, a blunt tool, predominant 
in regions experiencing serious food supply 
shortfalls or poor distribution.  

Index-Linked Cash and Food Transfers
Cash and food transfers offer a way to reduce 
the risk of malnutrition in the medium and long-
term. An example of this type of social protection 
scheme is food-for-work, which provides food in 
exchange for labour – often building local roads 
and other infrastructure. Participants in these 
transfer schemes often prefer receiving cash in-
stead of food as it enables them to meet food and 
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non-food needs; the decision to choose the type 
of ‘aid’ provided by transfers should be that of 
the recipient. The problem with cash transfers is 
that food prices fluctuate according to seasons, 
and so purchasing power obtained through these 
programmes also changes. To protect the income 
of participants, transfers can be indexed, mean-
ing that the amount of cash received is linked to 
food prices. One example for this is the ‘Food and 
Cash Transfers’ (FACT) project in Malawi where 
food markets were monitored throughout the hun-
ger season and the amount of food transferred to 
the families was adjusted as food prices rose or 
fell (Devereux et al. 2008).

These tools have proven successful in some coun-
tries and are becoming well-established practices 
amongst some governments and ‘development’ 
organisations. More is known about the strengths 
and weaknesses of these interventions, and their 
costs. A combination of these tools will be need-
ed to enable a successful response to the con-
sequences of high and volatile food prices, and 
more generally to address malnutrition.

Though the interventions mentioned above have 
proven successful in specific contexts, it is un-
likely that transplanting them from one country 
to another will be effective without careful adap-
tation. They are a means to an end and not an 
end in themselves – success will be defined by 
reductions in malnutrition and improved food se-
curity. To improve the outcomes of the suggested 
interventions, a number of issues will need to be 
addressed, including: 

World hunger and malnutrition must become a 
priority
More funding is required
The right to food must be established and en-
forceable by those suffering from hunger
Surveillance of food security and malnutrition 
must improve and be linked to implementation

And the politics of malnutrition must be under-
stood, accepted and included in policy design

Far from an exhaustive list, these changes would 
provide a good basis for improved policies and pro-
grammes aimed at eradicating hunger.

Until recently, the Department for International 
Development (DfID) lacked “both a specific policy 
and measurable targets for assessing progress in 
reducing malnutrition” (International Development 
Committee 2008). The current perception of the 
Global Partnership is focused largely on food 
production and agriculture, and not on malnutrition 
– showing that even in the current climate 
malnutrition is seen as a secondary priority. The 
double standards exhibited recently by countries 
of the North in their reactions to the Global Food 
Crisis and the simultaneous Financial Crisis are 
astounding – giving us a useful valuation of the 
political importance of poverty and malnutrition. 
The USA alone negotiated a US$700 billion bailout 
plan in a matter of weeks under a poorly defined 
mandate, while the estimated US$40 billion per 
year needed to address the food crisis (CFA 
estimate) has been virtually ignored – the USA 
pledged only US$1.9 billion to WFP in 2008 (WFP 
2008d). If these attitudes persist, it is unlikely that 
the international community will make significant 
progress in reducing malnutrition or even curbing 
poverty.

Lack of political will constrains funding when more 
funding is desperately needed. WFP crudely es-
timates that there are almost one billion people 
who do not have enough to eat, but only has the 
capacity to provide support to 10 percent of this 
number. Two questions must be asked: ‘where 
will this money come from?’ and ‘what will the 
impact be on other sectors, like education and 
health’?

6.2.1  Make the Alleviation of Hunger 
and Malnutrition a Priority!

6.2  What Must Change to Enable 
Successful Interventions?

6.  what more is needed?
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With governments in the North currently preoc-
cupied with the Financial Crisis, mobilising ad-
ditional financial resources may become more 
difficult. At the Doha follow-up conference on 
financing development in 2008, donor govern-
ments were once again urged to allocate the 
previously agreed target of 0.7 percent of gross 
national income (GNI) to official development as-
sistance (ODA) by 2015 and to increase voluntary 
contributions to the United Nations development 
system (UN 2008a). Table 6.1 (page 54) indi-
cates that while some countries have exceeded 
this requirement, many major donors, including 
Germany, the United Kingdom and United States 
are still seriously short of the 2015 target – some 
countries have actually reduced this proportion 
since 2006.

There is also an increasing request for local re-
source mobilisation, particularly through tax re-
forms which are a fundamental dimension of 
state-building. Major progress has been made in 

Africa where implementation of development poli-
cies led to mobilisation of domestic resources. In 
addition new, innovative sources of funding need 
to be developed, like the International Financing 
Facility for Immunisation and the airline ticket soli-
darity levy, which provides funds for UNITAID to 
purchase drugs for AIDS, tuberculosis and malaria 
(UN 2008a).

“The implementation of programmes – no matter 
how technically well-conceived – will fall apart 
without a fundamental transformation in the po-
litical obligations around hunger” (Devereux et 
al. 2008:104). An enforceable right to food at the 
national and global level (possibly even at the op-
erational level) is possibly the strongest mecha-
nism to guarantee that commitments to end hun-
ger are met. 

There is not a universally declared right to food, 
but some international institutions may provide the 
building blocks for such a right to be introduced at 
the global level. Article 25 of the Universal Decla-
ration on Human Rights (UN 1988), Articles 1 and 
11 of the International Covenant on Economic, So-
cial and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) (UNHCR 1966) 
and Articles 24 and 27 of the Convention on the 
Rights of the Child (CRC) (UNHCR 1989) already 
include some provisions which may be interpreted 
as a right to food. The ICESCR goes beyond the 
right to be free from hunger, demanding a reform 
of the global food system; the Covenant gives le-
gal backing to the calls for a more equitable distri-
bution of world food stocks. 

While the CFA also asks for a right to food, con-
ventions on human rights have been traditionally 
talked up but played down. The World Trade Or-
ganisation remains the only global body able to 
impose sufficient sanctions to adequately enforce 
international treaties. Without a credible threat, 
there can be no realisation of this fundamental hu-
man right. Ultimately, international right declara-
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6.2.3  Establish an Enforceable Right 
to Food!
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Table 6.1: Percentage of GNI going to ODA 
among donor countries (in order of greatest 
proportion in 2007

2006 2007

1 Norway 0.89 0.95

2 Sweden 1.02 0.93

3 Luxembourg 0.9 0.91

4 Netherlands 0.81 0.81

5 Denmark 0.8 0.81

6 Ireland 0.54 0.55

7 Austria 0.47 0.5

8 Belgium 0.5 0.43

13 Germany 0.36 0.37

14 UK 0.51 0.36

21 USA 0.18 0.16

Non-G7 0.51 0.51

DAC-EU 0.43 0.39

G7 0.27 0.23
   Source: OECD 2008a



tions must become national law. Only when states 
can be challenged by their citizens, will there be 
a space for the hungry to demand food. We can 
begin by learning from India’s National Rural Em-
ployment Guarantee Scheme, which allows citi-
zens to claim 100 days of work per year at mini-
mum wage from the government. There is a great 
deal of progress to be made, but the potential is 
considerable.

Figure 5.1 shows the substantial delay between 
the rising food prices and the international re-
sponse, a characteristic of many famine inter-
ventions. Figure 6.1 illustrates the same pattern 
for the 2005/06 drought response in the Horn of 
Africa. Action Against Hunger’s assessment in 
Liberia observed that while food prices were af-
fecting livelihoods in early 2008, WFP was only 
effectively operational in September. It is vital that 
we shed this reactive, media-sensitive approach 
to combating hunger – particularly acute malnu-
trition. In order to react sooner to emergencies 
and implement proper interventions a good sur-
veillance system is needed. A good surveillance 
system would: 

6.2.4  Improve Surveillance and Link 
Surveillance to Implementation!

Figure 6.1: Timeline of the response to the 2005/06 drought in the Horn of Africa

Source: ODI 2006

Jan Feb Mar Apr MayOct Nov Dec

Early warning

Window of opportunity to take preventative action

Government of Kenya declaration of emergency

Multi agency assessments

Funding appeals

Livelihoods interventions by agencies with longer term programming

Emergency response 
reaches capacity
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Source: Renton 2007

Article 11: 1. The States Parties to the present 
Covenant recognise the right of everyone to an 
adequate standard of living for himself and 
his family, including adequate food, clothing 
and housing, and to the continuous improve-
ment of living conditions. 2. The States Parties 
to the present Covenant, recognising the fun-
damental right of everyone to be free from 
hunger, shall take, individually and through in-
ternational co-operation, the measures, includ-
ing specific programmes, which are needed: 
(a) To improve methods of production, conser-
vation and distribution of food by making full use 
of technical and scientific knowledge, by dis-
seminating knowledge of the principles of nu-
trition and by developing or reforming agrarian 
systems in such a way as to achieve the most 
efficient development and utilisation of natural 
resources; 
(b) Taking into account the problems of both 
food-importing and food-exporting countries, to 
ensure an equitable distribution of world food 
supplies in relation to need. 

Box 7: Hunger in the International 
Covenant on Economic, Soical 
and Cultural Rights



Collect malnutrition and food security data 
together. Traditionally, analysis and surveil-
lance of food security and malnutrition have 
been conducted separately. There is a close 
link between food security and malnutrition 
and this must be reflected in the situation 
analysis.
Conduct political and social analyses as well 
as economic and anthropological ones. Poli-
tics and social status can be hugely impor-
tant to food security and malnutrition, espe-
cially for identifying vulnerable groups, who 
may suffer from political or social exclusion 
or conflict. 
Combine micro and macro analysis. Com-
bining macro satellite data on rainfall and 
biomass with micro low-level monitoring 
of nutrition and food security provides the 
most complete spatial view of hunger neces-
sary for targeting relevant groups and hot-
spots. Action Against Hunger and the Centre 
d’Etudes Spatiales de la Biosphère are cur-
rently developing this approach to surveil-
lance in Mali. 
Continue year-round. Many national surveil-
lance systems are conducted only once per 
year. Annual surveillance fails to monitor sea-
sonal changes in welfare and so provides an 
incomplete picture of food security. Constant 
monitoring is necessary to trigger quick, ap-
propriate responses to food crises.      

A stronger link between assessment and deci-
sion-making is also needed. Delayed response 
reflects, primarily, a break between assessment 
and implementation, and is not always a result of 
poor information, though cases vary. For example, 
Famine Early Warning Systems Network (FEWS 
NET) bulletins from Ethiopia have documented 
the steady rise in food prices since early 2004, 
noting that prices in the post-harvest season were 
not dropping as much as expected. Darcy, Ander-
son and Majid of ODI (2007) suggest a number of 
spaces for improvement in the information-gath-
ering to decision-making relationship:

Simplify assessments. Analysis must become 
less complicated and technical to allow non-
experts, particularly project leaders, to en-
gage with the assessment process.
Improve internal informational feed-back 
loops. As with most bureaucratic systems, 
more intra-organisational feed-back is needed 
from the operational level to ensure policy and 
decision-making are properly informed of the 
realities of implementation and impact.
Increase assessment, budget and decision-
making transparency. Transparency is key to 
building good relationships with donors who want 
to ensure that finances are well-spent. Regular 
public evaluations may facilitate this process.
Present clear operational priorities. Clear pri-
oritisation, without becoming arbitrarily abso-
lute in definitional terms, can help donors re-
lease funds more quickly. 
Harmonize donor decision-making. Donor ten-
dency to release funds at the height of media 
frenzy is a major obstacle to emergency respons-
es, creating poorly managed surges of spend-
ing, delayed implementation or lack of financial 
backing relative to media interest and coverage. 
Pooled funding mechanisms could help.
Action Against Hunger will add a further rec-
ommendation: increase budget flexibility. 
Having budgets earmarked for one set of pri-
orities over another can ‘trap’ funds and delay 
response efforts. Similarly, donors should pro-
vide aid in the most flexible form. The USA’s 
habit of donating large amounts of aid in kind 
is inflexible and a constraint on the potential 
success of an intervention.

Providing accurate, up-to-date and appropriate in-
formation in a manner that directly influences deci-
sion-making among donors and governments is vital 
to ensuring initiate timely responses to future crises. 
A famine in country A should not gain priority over a 
similar catastrophe in country B simply because the 
media, or other pressure groups, provide a greater 
threat to an institution’s legitimacy. It should not be 
possible to ignore hunger.

6.  what more is needed?
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Governance is important to reducing malnutrition. 
NGOs, bilaterals and governments must do more 
to address the politics of hunger and reform insti-
tutions accordingly. Todd Benson (2008) of the In-
ternational Food Policy Research Institute (IFPRI) 
discusses the difficulties of creating a national 
strategy to combat hunger. Drawing on evidence 
from Ghana, Mozambique, Nigeria and Uganda, 
Benson gives six reasons why nutrition policies 
are not prioritised by developing governments.

Under-nutrition does not pose a threat to state/
government legitimacy. Internal threats to le-
gitimacy and external threats to sovereignty 
are frequently cited as necessary pre-condi-
tions for a developmental state.
High-level politicians and policymakers rarely 
come from a nutrition background and so are 
not always aware of all determinants and costs 
of undernutrition.
Hunger and nutrition do not fall under a sin-
gle sector, like health or education, but bridge 
ministries which compete for resources.
Nutrition interventions are usually run through 
existing sectoral mandates, making nutrition 
targets and outcomes secondary priorities. For 
example, water provision is primarily a logisti-
cal problem rather than a health concern.
Civil society is generally mute on the subject of 
undernutrition in developing countries. 

The actual composition or behaviour of the state 
may also play a role in the quality of nutrition inter-
ventions. The following analysis was suggested by 
Neha Koli for India where progress towards reduc-
ing under-nutrition has varied from state to state, 
as demonstrated in Table 6.2 overleaf. 

Differentiating states along a continuum from cli-
entelistic to programmatic, as proposed by Harriss 
(2005), shows immediately that more programmatic 
state types produce better outcomes in relation to 
rates of under-nutrition (for a basic explanation see 
Annex 8). Haddad (2007) argues that Type 1 states 
spent more on programmes impacting nutrition, while 
Brendenkamp et al. (2005) suggest these states 
were able to implement the national Integrated Child 
Development Scheme more effectively. Politics ap-
pears to have a significant bearing on under-nutri-
tion, and if causation can be established, there may 
be a strong argument for improving the representa-
tion of disadvantaged groups in local government 
– perhaps though quota systems like in Tamil Nadu 
(Harriss-White 2004). This is likely to be a neces-
sary, but not a sufficient, condition for implement-
ing effective pro-nutrition campaigns and policies.

6.  what more is needed?

6.2.5  Accept and Understand the 
Politics of Malnutrition!
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Malawi’s Integrated Nutrition and Food Secu-
rity Surveillance System, supported by Action 
Against Hunger, provides a monthly Food Stress 
Index score combining data on eight variables:

Percentage of families that have a very low 
immediate supply of staple food.
Percentage of households that face serious 
shortages of staple food in the longer run.
Percentage of households earning less 
than MK1000 per month.
Percentage of households struggling to find 
ganyu (seasonal labour) employment.
Percentage of households eating three 
meals per day.
Percentage of households not eating any 
staple foods for a whole day.
Percentage of households who did not eat 
ground nuts or legumes the previous day. 
Percentage of households reporting a food 
shortage for that month.

The Food Security Index is coupled with monthly 
data on the weight and height of children attend-
ing government growth monitoring clinics.

Box 8: Malawi’s Integrated 
Nutrition and Food Security 
System

Source: Devereux et al. 2008



Politics and political will remain the greatest im-
pediments to the eradication of hunger. At the glo-
bal, national and local level, politics undermines 
efforts to combat malnutrition and food insecurity 
by constraining funds, de-prioritising nutrition, 
preserving existing agendas and power structures 
and forcing groups to compete rather than coop-
erate. Understanding and reforming the political 
economy of malnutrition represents a major chal-
lenge to the global community; one that must be 
resolved immediately.

Change will not come over night. The recom-
mendations and tools listed above are only part 
of a fuller set of interventions needed to tackle 
global food security and malnutrition. Establish-
ing a mechanism that can enforce a right to food 
can still only be imagined. This does not mean we 
cannot make substantial steps towards eradicat-
ing hunger now. First, donors, governments and 
other actors engaging with malnutrition and food 
security must adopt a seasonal approach to hun-

ger. Second, the treatment of severe acute malnu-
trition must be scaled-up. Action Against Hunger 
provides crude estimates of the costs associated 
with these proposed changes.

Evidence from Central African Republic, Liberia, 
Sierra Leone demonstrated how high global food 
prices had translated into high domestic food 
prices and forced households to adopt damaging 
coping mechanisms, such as restricting food con-
sumption, selling assets and even withdrawing 
their children from school. Reducing the quality 
and quantity of food consumed can cause malnu-
trition, as appears to have happened in Ethiopia 
and possibly Sierra Leone and Liberia (though 
these assertions are made with some caution). 
These behaviours are consistent and strikingly 
similar to strategies employed during the annual 
hunger season, suggesting that many of the same 
interventions that address seasonal malnutrition 
and food insecurity can be used to minimise (and 
preferably, prevent) household suffering. 

6.3  Eradicating Hunger: Where do 
We Begin?

6.3.1  Adopting a Seasonally-
Sensitive Approach to Hunger 

6.  what more is needed?

ACF International Network      Feeding Hunger and Insecurity 59

Table 6.2: Percentage of children underweight in nine Indian States

Type State
 

Years

1974-79 1988-90 1991-92 1995-97 1998-99

Type 1
Programmatic

Kerala 68 43 40 26 28

Tamil Nadu 68 61 57 40 38

West Bengal  N/A  N/A 64  N/A 45

Type 2
Intermediate

Andhra 
Pradesh

73 65 57 56 41

Gujarat 73 69 66 62 49

Karnataka 72 70 65 54 46

Maharashtra 76 64 71 58  N/A

Type 3
Clientelistic

Madhya 
Pradesh

70 65  N/A  N/A 58

Orissa 72 71 64 57 56
   

Source: WHO (2008) and Harriss (2005)



Pre-positioning Resources
Hunger is not constant throughout the year, but 
follows seasonal fluctuations in the availability 
and price of food. Yet donors, governments and 
NGOs frequently adopt reactive and uniform 
strategies for addressing malnutrition, food se-
curity and poverty year round. The funding and 
budget process also ignores the seasonal reali-
ties faced by ‘target households’. Reactive re-
lief interventions are slow, ineffective and often 
politically motivated, as is visible in the context 
of the Global Food Price Crisis and the 2005/06 
famine in the Horn of Africa and severe food cri-
sis in Niger. Action Against Hunger is proposing 
that supplementary feeding resources, like food 
aid and nutrient-rich therapeutic foods, and as-
sociated funding be pre-positioned before the 
hunger season in a regular and transparent 
manner. Combined with effective surveillance 
systems, able to reveal the early signs of a hun-
ger crisis, pre-positioned treatments could allow 
for rapid interventions to food crises and save 
hundreds of thousands of lives.

The Cost of a ‘Minimal Essential’ Package
In earlier work Action Against Hunger provided 
a ‘minimal essential package’ for protecting 
the poor from seasonal hunger, in areas where 
comprehensive health care is not available. The 

cost of this package is shown in table 6.3 (see 
Devereux et al. 2008). Approximately US$40 to 
US$70 billion dollars per annum are needed to 
implement a combination of four social protec-
tion schemes globally. They are community-
based management of malnutrition, employ-
ment guarantee schemes, social pensions and 
child growth promotion. More will be needed to 
eradicate hunger, but these provide a sufficient 
buffer to household vulnerability to malnutri-
tion to make substantial progress. Community-
based management and child growth promotion 
protect children from severe acute malnutrition, 
employment guarantee schemes provide fami-
lies with income and/or food during the hunger 
season, while social pensions protect those who 
cannot work (such as the elderly and disabled).  

The seasonal approach can be extended be-
yond the mere pre-positioning of resources. In-
terventions addressing power, health and edu-
cation, protecting purchasing power, preserving 
income, providing food and those directed at 
stress migration all have significant seasonal 
dimensions, and would benefit from a similar 
resource and funding package (see annex 9). 
Seasonality has been sidelined too long from 
discussions of governance and development, it 
is time to resurrect it.

Table 6.3: The estimated global costs of a ‘minimum essential package’ to fight seasonal hunger

Intervention Annual Costs

Low Estimate 
(US$ billion)

High Estimate 
(US$ billion)

1.  Community-based management of malnutrition 1.69 3.28

2.  Employment guarantee schemes 20.40 36.72

3.  Social pensions 8.20 16.61

4.  Child growth promotion 5.20 10.12

TOTAL 35.49 66.73

Source: Devereux et al. 2008 (converted at 1GBP:1.36USD)

8 This number is based on the amount of therapeutic feeding products (RUTFs and F100) needed to treat all cases of severe acute malnutrition and total 
estimated consumption in 2008.
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A particular priority of Action Against Hunger 
is the scale-up of treatment of severe acute 
malnutrition. Despite improved coverage through 
the community-based management approach, 
Doctors Without Borders (MSF) estimated that 
only 9 percent of severely malnourished children 
had access to treatment with ready-to-use 
therapeutic foods (RUTFs)  in 2007 (ACF and 
MSF 2009). Successful scale-up will require 
integrating treatment of SAM into primary health 
care, strengthening health systems, increasing 
availability of RUTFs, possibly through local 
production and commitment of donors for more 
and predictable funding.

Action Against Hunger proposes a pilot invest-
ment of about $68-$140 million which would al-
low for the treatment of one million children in 
five priority countries (Ethiopia, Kenya, Malawi, 
Niger and Zambia). Although this is only a small 
proportion of malnourished children worldwide, if 
successful, scale up in these countries could be 
used as an example for scaling up treatment in 
other countries.

About three quarters of the funding would be 
used to operate community-based management 

programmes, including the cost of producing 
and purchasing all therapeutic foods, with the 
rest going to establish nutritional treatment in-
patient facilities. With this funding, the lives of 
one million children could be saved and severe 
illness and permanent stunting among hundreds 
of thousands prevented – at a cost of only US$70 
to US$140 per life.

Greater effort is needed to establish quality, 
year-round health services in many developing 
countries, and is the only permanent solution to 
severe acute malnutrition. However, these sys-
tems and institutions cannot be built overnight 
and external aid often provides the only viable 
short and medium-term response to combating 
hunger. Counter-seasonal interventions provide 
a number of proven tools which can help to curb 
malnutrition and food insecurity, but seasonality 
also provides a way to adapt budgeting process-
es and project design. Pre-positioning resources 
before the annual hunger season is but one ex-
ample of how a seasonally-sensitive approach 
can save lives that our current strategies will not. 
The Food Crisis has shown that organisations 
and governments must be more aware of the im-
pacts of globalisation and the link between global 
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6.3.2  Scaling-up the Treatment of 
Malnutrition 
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Table 6.4: Costs of a pilot investment for the treatment of one million severely acutely malnourished 
children

Approximate number 
of children under age 

5 who are severely 
malnourished

Percentage of children 
under age 5 who are 

severely acutely 
malnourished

Approximate cost 
of treatment, 

LOW estimate

Approximate cost 
of treatment, 

HIGH estimate

Ethiopia 656,171 4.7% $44,619,644 $88,346,895

Kenya 130,259 2.4% $8,857,607 $17,538,061

Malawi 74,153 3.2% $5,042,390 $9,983,933

Niger 104,753 4.3% $7,123,215 $14,103,966

Zambia 43,718 2.3% $2,972,847 $5,886,291

Total 1,009,054 3.9% $68,615,703 $135,859,145



and local in times of crisis. Political will and the 
influence of politics on funding and intervention 
design remain the most significant impediments 
to the eradication of hunger. In response to this 
Action Against Hunger provides not only a valu-
ation of specific interventions that will allow the 
international community to make massive strides 
towards MDGs 1 and 4, but also of human suffer-
ing. How much is a child’s life worth anyway?
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7.  Conclusion

Data from Ethiopia shows that high global 
prices have permeated the domestic mar-
ket; terms-of-trade have deteriorated and 

malnutrition and under-five mortality rates increased. 
However, not all countries have been equally affect-
ed. Findings from the Central African Republic reveal 
only modest increases in prices and statistically insig-
nificant increases in malnutrition. Research in Sierra 
Leone showed that even within Freetown, the capital 
city, prices and household reactions varied. As expe-
rienced in many regional famines, the response to 
the current food security crisis has been poor – Ac-
tion Against Hunger’s investigation in Liberia identi-
fied a number of flaws in the national responses to 
the soaring prices and rising malnutrition rates.

Despite no clear increase in malnutrition rates glo-
bally, high and volatile global food prices have had 
a consistent negative impact on the quality and 
quantity of foods consumed by poor households. 
Reduction in diet quality may cause micronutrient 
deficiencies, which are associated with maternal 
mortality, and damages the physical and men-
tal development of children. Lack of support from 
governments and the international community has 
meant more and more people are sacrificing future 
welfare for immediate survival, adopting damaging 
coping strategies to maintain staple food consump-
tion. This will have long-term implications for pover-
ty, vulnerability and malnutrition. Seasonal hunger 
is the father of famine. The picture presented has 
provided a glimpse of the complicated connection 
between high and unpredictable prices on the glo-
bal market and malnutrition at the lowest level. The 
striking similarities between household reactions to 
global prices and seasonal price fluctuations pro-
vide cause for concern, but also cause for optimism 
as counter-seasonal interventions have been im-
proving and may inform appropriate interventions 
to fight hunger. 

To date, the international response to the Food Cri-
sis has been too little too late. Global debate has 
focused on agricultural productivity, state vulner-
ability and new aid architectures – but too little has 
emerged surrounding hunger and malnutrition. Po-

litical will has faded since the onset of the Financial 
Crisis. Following the High-Level Conference, world 
leaders pledged a mere US$12.3 billion to tackle the 
Food Crisis, not even half the US$25 to US$40 bil-
lion required, and have donated only US$1billion to 
date – the lowest ratio of materialised funds to funds 
pledged of any global appeal in recent history. This 
disappointing sum of materialised funds illustrates 
once again that hunger is seen as part of the context 
and does not deserve specific attention or greater 
prioritisation. Serious reforms are needed to encour-
age governments and donors to tackle hunger stra-
tegically rather than simply managing malnutrition on 
moral grounds.

The recent emergence of the Global Partnership on 
Agriculture and Food Security has injected new life 
into the debate surrounding food security and nutri-
tion. The concept of the GPAFS and implementation 
of the CFA should ultimately be judged on how re-
sponsive they will be to the specific needs and con-
text of each country. The definition and design of 
national and global strategies should involve a wide 
range of actors, particularly civil society groups. We 
must look past specific organisational agendas and 
interests to provide a comprehensive plan of action 
rather than a patchwork of disjointed initiatives with 
limited potential impact. 

Effective interventions will depend largely on ade-
quate funding and the creation of national coordina-
tion bodies that inform political leaders and policy-
makers about the burden hunger and malnutrition 
impose on all forms of development. The global 
community needs to overcome petty competition 
for resources and concentrate on the needs and 
rights of all citizens. Major reforms are needed be-
fore hunger can be eradicated. We must be looking 
to design mechanisms that can enforce a right to 
food from the bottom-up and link surveillance to de-
cision-making. The international community needs 
to develop deep, mutual accountability with national 
governments and all citizens of the South. Most of 
all, nutrition must become a priority, a principle indi-
cator in development, and funding must be provided 
to achieve clear, ambitious targets.  
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WFP’s success in achieving its target of US$755 mil-
lion in additional funds, demonstrated that food aid 
remains the only large-scale, comprehensive inter-
vention that the international community is willing 
to support. While Action Against Hunger welcomes 
agricultural interventions and food aid, this is not 
enough. There are a vast array of proven tools which 
are more effective in protecting livelihoods and treat-
ing malnutrition than food aid. Donors, governments, 
NGOs and other groups who seek to reduce poverty 
can make significant strides by adopting a seasonal 
approach. Propositioning resources before the an-
nual hunger season could save thousands of lives, 
arguably at little extra fiscal cost. Action Against Hun-
ger estimates that US$38-70 billion per year would 
permit the implementation of an “essential minimum 
package” (Devereux et al 2008 page 110) to effec-
tively combat seasonal hunger worldwide.

In the current environment, the scale-up of malnu-
trition treatment should be a top priority. Those who 
are severely malnourished are at serious risk of 
death and need to be treated with therapeutic foods. 
Despite the potential of recent improvements in the 
treatment of severe malnutrition, particularly commu-
nity-based management and ready-to-use therapeu-
tic foods, only 5 percent of severely malnourished 
children are treated. A pilot investment in five priority 
countries to treat one million malnourished children 
would cost only US$70 to US$150 million, a cost of 
about US$100 per child, and would provide vital les-
sons for similar efforts in other countries.

The four case studies illustrate the importance of 
local variation and, therefore, the need for locally-
adapted responses. The inability of past initiatives to 
address hunger to establish awareness and an inclu-
sive sphere for policy dialogue, bringing together civil 
society, NGOs and national and international policy 
makers, must be addressed if we are to make real 
progress towards MDG 1 and 4. The financial crisis, 
the cessation of local protests, riots and violence and 
the decline of global food prices have led many to 
refocus their attention on other priorities. It would be 
irresponsible for national governments and the inter-
national community to assume that this crisis was a 

one-off event and to wait for the next to come. How-
ever, not fully understanding all the dimensions of the 
Global Food Crisis will not prevent the future from 
unfolding – if action is not taken now, high food prices 
will trap millions of children in a downward spiral of 
poverty and malnutrition.
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Annexes
Annex 1: Real international price of wheat, maize and rice from 1960 to 2007

1600

200

0

400

1400

1000

1200

800

Wheat, United States, n° 2 Hard 
Red Winter (Ordinary), FOB 
Gulf

Maize, United States, yellow n° 
3, FOB Gulf

Rice, Thailand, white milled, 5% 
broken, nominal price quotes, 
FOB Bangkok

In
de

xe
d 

pr
ic

e

Source: UNCTAD data, deflated by 
the US GDP deflator as provided by 

Steve Wiggins (2008)

600

Annex 2: World cereal production and stocks since 1960
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A full explanation of how speculation drove up food prices over the past three or four years is not possible 
here. For this, refer to IFPRI (2008c). However, the basics are important. 

The commodity market operates similarly to the stock market, only commodities must eventually be 
traded, while stocks can, in theory, be held indefinitely.

The spot price is the current price of physical commodities.
The futures price is the price of a commodity that will be delivered at time X as agreed by all parties 
involved.

A farmer may enter into a futures contract with a trader where the farmer agrees to deliver 100 bushels of 
wheat at $10 per bushel a year later in 2010. Both parties are essentially betting on the market, estimating 
the price of wheat for a year later. [It is this type of contract that is traded on the futures market and not 

Annex 3: Understanding speculation and hedging in commodity markets
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the grain itself]. If the price then increases to $11 per bushel a month later, the farmer has lost $1 per 
bushel and the trader has gained $1 per bushel. This is because the farmer would now be able to sell 
his produce for an extra dollar and the trader would have to pay a dollar more if they were trading at the 
prevailing market price.

Prices in the cash and futures markets follow one another because when the final transaction is made, 
both are equal. In this example, assume the spot price at the time the contract is closed is $11 per 
bushel; then the farmer loses $100 dollars from his debit account and the trader gains $100 in his credit 
account. 

The trader then can buy the wheat from the spot market at $1,100 for 100 bushels, but has $100 credit, 
so paying only $1,000 for the 100 bushels at $10 per bushel. The farmer sells his produce on the same 
market at $1,100 but the gains are offset by the losses on the futures market, and so he/she only receives 
$1,000. This is a process known as hedging. In reality, speculators do not intend to deliver or receive 
commodities, but trade futures contracts with the hope of earning profits from the market.

Because the spot price follows the futures price, food prices become dependent on price expectations as 
well as supply and demand. This means prices overshoot the constraints of supply and demand making 
them more volatile. The picture becomes more complicated when large investors are able to withhold 
large stocks and thereby control prices and when risk premiums further increase commodity prices. It 
is this combination of hedging and influencing the market price that fuelled some of the price increases 
witnessed from 2005 to 2008.

Sources: Wahl 2008, Investopedia 2008, Third World Network 2008

Annex 4: Food storage at farm level over time, Machakos District, Kenya
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Annex 5: Percentage household welfare loss/gain from rising food prices in seven countries 
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Annex 6: Summary of the actions proposed by the HLTF as part of the CFA 

Objective Action Responsible Multi-lateral
Improve the accessibility 
and scale-up emergency 
food assistance, nutrition 
interventions and safety 
nets

•  Protect the basic consumption needs of the poor
•  Scale-up nutritional support
•  Support management of under nutrition
•  Promote school feeding 
•  Adjust pensions and other existing social protection programmes
•  Allow free flow of assistance
•  Explore establishing humanitarian food reserves

IMF, OCHA, UNHCR, UNICEF, 
World Bank, WFP, WHO

Boost smallholder farmer 
production

•  Provide productivity enhancing safety nets
•  Rehabilitate rural and agricultural infrastructure
•  Reduce post-harvest crop losses and improve village level stocks
•  Remove artificial constraints to domestic trade
•  Improve animal health services

FAO, IFAD, World Bank, WFP

Adjust trade and tax 
policies

•  Review trade and taxation policy options
•  Use strategic grain reserves to lower prices
•  Avoid generalized food subsidies
•  Minimize use of export restrictions
•  Reduce restrictions on use of stocks
•  Reduce import tariffs
•  Improve efficiency of trade facilitation
•  Temporarily reduce VAT and other taxes

IMF, UNCTAD, UNDP, World 
Bank, WTO

Manage Macroeconomic 
implications

•  Hold down core inflation and inflation expectations
•  Assess the impact on the balance of payments
•  Mobilize external support to finance additional food imports
•  Ensure adequate levels of foreign exchange reserves
•  Cost all fiscal measures in response to food crisis

IMF, World Bank

Expand social protection 
systems

•  Strengthen capacity to design and implement social protection 
•  policies and programmes
•  Move towards more efficient programmes
•  Identify alternatives to unconditional assistance
•  Improve the quality and diversity of foods

IMF, UNDP, UNEP, UNHCR, 
UNICEF, World Bank, WFP

Sustain growth of 
smallholder farmer food 
production

•  Improve the enabling policy framework
•  Stimulate public/private investment in agriculture
•  Ensure secure access to and better management of natural 
•  resources, including land, water and biodiversity
•  Invest in agricultural research
•  Improve rural infrastructure
•  Ensure sustained access to competitive, transparent and private-
•  sector-led markets
•  Support development of producer organizations
•  Strengthen access of smallholders and other food chain actors to 
•  financial and risk management instruments

FAO, IFAD, UNCTAD, UNDP, 
UNEP, World Bank

Improve international food 
markets

•  Reduce/eliminate agricultural trade distortions in higher income 
•  countries
•  Implement ‘Aid for Trade’
•  Strengthen oversight markets to limit speculation
•  Build capacity for markets to better meet needs of lower income countries
•  Support regional or global stocks sharing

UNCTAD, World Bank, WHO, 
WTO

Develop consensus on 
bio-fuels

•  Prepare a common reference framework
•  Develop bio-fuel guidelines and safeguard measures
•  Re-assess bio-fuel targets, subsidies and tariffs
•  Facilitate private investments in biofuel production
•  Promote research and development, knowledge exchange and 
•  capacity building

FAO, IMF, UNCTAD, UNDP, 
UNEP, World Bank

Strengthen global 
information and monitoring 
systems

•  Establish better coordination of information systems
•  Carry-out comprehensive assessments and monitoring
•  Undertake impact analysis
•  Conduct health and nutrition assessments
•  Analyze policy options and programmatic approaches
•  Review contingency plans and early warning systems

FAO, IMF, UNEP, UNHCR, 
UNICEF, World Bank, WFP, 
WHO

    
Source: HLTF 2008
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Annex 8: The power of the counter-seasonal strategy

Definitions vary, but when discussing electoral mobilisation, clientelism relies on the exchange of private 
goods for votes, while programmatic politics relies on the ability of a political party to attract votes through 
the provision of goods and services to the collective or public sphere. Harriss (2005) distinguishes 
between three types of states: 

Type 1 states are characterised by strong representation of the lower castes and where the Congress Party 
lost its dominance in the two-party system at an early stage – these states are more programmatic. 

Type 2 states are intermediaries between clientelist and programmatic systems, dominated by the 
middle class, where the Congress Party has lost its dominance but still participates in a stable two-party 
arrangement. 

Type 3 states are clientelistic, dominated by higher castes and function as two-party systems with a 
strong Congress Party influence. 

For a fuller explanation see Harriss 2005

Annex 7: Harriss’ typology of states, as applied to India

Provided by Robert Chambers

Minimum essential 
package to tackle 
seasonal hunger

labour 
shortage

bargaining 
power

higher 
wages

prevent debt and 
distress sales

reduce 
distress 

migration

Food
(at critical times 

of hunger)

Income

MDGs 1 and 2

MDG 4 
reduce child 

mortality

Prevent 
Famine

Protect 
Assets

Cost Effective
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hunger Watch publications summary

A HUNGER WATCH PUBLICATION

Seasons of Hunger: Fighting Cycles of Quiet Starvation Among the 
World’s Rural Poor (2008) 
Documenting hunger in three countries – India, Malawi and Niger, this book explores the issue 
of seasonality and why the world does not react to a crisis that we know will continue year after 
year. Personal stories and country-wide data show the magnitude of seasonal hunger, which is 
caused by annual cycles of shrinking food stocks, rising prices and lack of income. This hidden 
hunger pushes millions of children to the brink of starvation, permanently stunting their develop-
ment, weakening their immune system and opening the door for killer diseases.

Written and edited by Stephen Devereux, Bapu Vaitla & Samuel Hauenstein Swan, Foreword 
by Robert Chambers, Published 2008 by Pluto Press London, ISBN: 978-0-7453-2826-3, 148 
pages.

The Justice of Eating: The Struggle for Food and Dignity in Recent 
Humanitarian Crises (2007)  
The first Hunger Watch report from Action Against Hunger is presenting an accessible jargon-
free account of the causes and consequences of malnutrition around the world. Combining 
thorough analysis with personal testimonies from struggling families, this report assesses the 
underlying causes of hunger in several African countries. A powerful indictment of local institu-
tions, national governments, international agencies, and the socioeconomic forces complicit in 
the persistence of world hunger, this report argues that an end to malnutrition is fully possible 
with sufficient political will.

Edited by Samuel Hauenstein Swan & Bapu Vaitla, Published 2007 by Pluto Press, ISBN: 978-
0-7453-2746-4, 108 pages. 

Local Voices: A Community Perspective on HIV and Hunger in Zambia 
(2007)
This report explores the social and economic impact that HIV/AIDS has on families affected by 
HIV / AIDS. The report highlights the fact that the disease can no longer be seen as solely a 
medical issue. Through detailed interviews and discussions, the project carried out a dialogue 
with 20 families from four areas of Zambia. The stories in this report are poignant chronicles 
of inventive people facing difficulties such as providing food, water and healthcare for their 
families.
  
Written & edited by Natalie Duck, Published 2007 by ACF International Network and CINDI, 82 
pages.



hunger Watch publications summary

A HUNGER WATCH PUBLICATION

Hunger and HIV: From Food Crisis to Integrated Care (2007) 
As part of a humanitarian effort to address the AIDS pandemic, Action Against Hunger works to 
mitigate the impact of HIV/AIDS on vulnerable communities. HIV has complicated the treatment 
of severe malnutrition, challenging traditional approaches and requiring substantial investments 
in field-based research. This publication makes an important contribution to understanding the 
linkages between HIV/AIDS and hunger by highlighting Action Against Hunger’s vital research 
in Malawi.
  
Written by Claire de Menezes, Susan Thurstans, Pamela Fergusson and Nynke Nutma, Fore-
word by Anne Nesbitt Former Associate Professor, Department of Community Health, Univer-
sity of Malawi.

Photos by Susana Vera, Edited by Samuel Hauenstein Swan, Published 2007 by ACF Interna-
tional Network, ISBN: 978-0-955773-1-8, 73 pages. Available in pdf format only.

Water and HIV: Working for Positive Solutions (2007)  
This report paints a vivid picture of the water and sanitation needs of individuals and house-
holds affected by HIV/AIDS in Zambia. These needs are particular in terms of access, quantity 
of water and design of facilities. About 40 million people are infected by the virus around the 
world, and this number must be multiplied greatly to count all those affected. However, water 
and sanitation facilities and services are grossly lacking in both rural and urban areas of Africa 
and Asia. Yet, as outlined in this report, Action Against Hunger’s ongoing research and field 
work offer a range of proven, cost-effective solutions.

Written by Jennifer Organ, Foreword Ben Fawcett, Published 2007 by ACF International Net-
work, 33 pages. 

Women and Hunger: Women Play a Central Role in the Fight Against 
Hunger (2006)
Women all over the world play multiple roles in the community, the productive sector and the 
household. Therefore, women are key partners in the struggle to end hunger. Agencies must in-
corporate this reality into the very design of their humanitarian programs. Action Against Hunger 
is examining issues such as education, nutrition and gender relations concerning women. Vari-
ous pieces of research and field work come together in this report to create a comprehensive 
picture of the challenges women are facing in various parts of the world.

Written by Samuel Hauenstein Swan, Published 2006 by ACFInternational Network, 84 pages. 
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