
The year 2016 saw important signs of resolve and com-
mitments to sustainable development and food secu-
rity. Yet the year also witnessed growing uncertainties 
linked to stagnant growth in the global economy, growing 
income inequalities everywhere, worsening refugee crises, 
increased polarization and populism among major donor 
countries, and rapid changes in the political landscape. 
These uncertainties and persistent challenges will prove to 
be a major test of whether the momentum created will pro-
pel the new sustainable development agenda forward and 
whether action will be taken to improve the lives of millions 
of people who continue to lack the most basic necessities—
namely, food, shelter, and security.

LOOKING BACK AT 2016: A GLIMMER OF HOPE

Despite experiencing a sixth year of global economic 
stagnation in 2016, some positive signs emerged of bet-
ter things to come. Take poverty, for example. World Bank 
projections suggest that for the first time in history, the 
number of people living in extreme poverty fell below 
10 percent of the global population.1 While the rates may 
have fallen, the numbers of extremely poor people in the 
world remain too high—hundreds of millions of people still 
live on less than US$1.90 a day (the current benchmark for 
extreme poverty).

Global hunger rates are also expected to have fallen 
in 2016, with less than 11 percent of the world suffering 
from undernourishment—a drop from 19 percent in 1990.2 
Advancements were made in countries such as Bangladesh, 
which cut hunger from 33 percent to 16 percent between 
the periods 1990–1992 and 2014–2016. Ethiopia made even 
more dramatic progress, reducing hunger from 75 percent 
to 32 percent over the same time frame. Among other 
broad strategies and programs to reduce hunger and mal-
nutrition, efforts to improve crop production and diver-
sification coincided with the improvements seen in these 
countries.3 Along with Bangladesh and Ethiopia, many 
other countries also witnessed significant reductions in 
undernutrition, particularly in child stunting—a condition 
of low height-for-age that is irreversible and associated 
with impaired physical and cognitive ability. To take one 
research result released in 2016, Peru rapidly reduced child 
stunting from 28 percent to 18 percent in just four years 
(2008–2012), a remarkable sign of progress that included 
the poor and reached all of Peru’s diverse regions.4

Global food prices fell for the fifth straight year in 
2016 due to increased supply, according to the Food and 
Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO). The 
FAO’s December 2016 Crop Prospects and Food Situation 
report  forecast world cereal production of 2,578 million 
metric tons for 2016, 1.7 percent above 2015 cereal output.5 
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This gain is driven mainly by maize and wheat. 
Global rice production for 2016 could reach an 
all-time high of 498.5 million metric tons, marking 
the first expansion in global rice production since 
2013. Rice production in Asia recovered toward the 
end of 2016 following the dissipation of the El Niño 
cycle, with yields increasing to 450.7 million met-
ric tons. These gains imply that many of the poorest, 
who spend a larger share of their income on food 
purchases, were able to experience some improve-
ment in their food security and poverty status.

Along with improvements in poverty and hun-
ger reduction, major global policy developments in 
2016 helped to maintain or build momentum toward 
improving human and environmental well-being. In 
2016, implementation of the United Nations’ 2030 
Agenda for Sustainable Development—anchored by 
the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)—began 
with a number of key actions taken as the world 
geared up to deliver on the ambitious agenda for 
eliminating hunger and poverty worldwide. Among 
these, a coalition of more than 60 governments, rep-
resenting both developed and developing countries, 
committed to a record US$75 billion replenishment 
for the International Development Association, the 
World Bank’s fund for the poorest countries.

The United Nations endorsed the Second 
International Conference on Nutrition (ICN2) 
Framework for Action and declared 2016 to 2025 
a Decade of Action on Nutrition to reduce hunger 
and malnutrition and meet the SDGs. The Decade of 
Action aims to provide an umbrella for a wide group 
of actors to work together to make progress toward 
SDG 2 to end hunger and malnutrition in all its 
forms. While nutrition continues to be an important 
development issue at the global level, the challenge 
of translating commitment into action for acceler-
ated progress remains.

A critical global development in 2016 emerged 
from the 2015 United Nations Climate Change 
Conference (COP21). The Paris Agreement—which 
addresses greenhouse gas emissions mitigation, 
adaptation, and finance beginning in the year 2020—
was ratified by 126 countries and entered into force 
in November 2016.6 These commitments to climate 
action are critical for food security and nutrition, 
given the ways in which agriculture is both affected 
by and contributes to climate change. Furthermore, 
COP22 in 2016 galvanized the launch of related 
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efforts such as the initiative for the Adaptation of 
African Agriculture, which aims to reduce the vulner-
ability of Africa and its agriculture to climate change.

Urbanization was elevated in the global devel-
opment policy agenda in 2016, most prominently 
through 167 countries’ adoption of the New Urban 
Agenda at the Habitat III summit. The agenda sets a 
standard for sustainable urban development, includ-
ing the provision of basic services for all, strength-
ened resilience in cities, reductions in greenhouse 
gas emissions, and promotion of greener cities. Also 
in 2016, 132 mayors around the world signed the 
Milan Urban Food Policy Pact, committing to devel-
oping sustainable, inclusive, and resilient food sys-
tems. Moreover, the Open Cities initiative in South 
Asia, one of the most rapidly urbanizing regions of 
the world, began operating in three cities (Colombo, 
Dhaka, and Kathmandu) to leverage community map-
ping and open data to promote sustainable develop-
ment and disaster preparedness and resilience.

Other developments emerging from international 
forums and regional development groups in 2016 
were also encouraging. For example, the Group of 
Seven (G7) reaffirmed its commitment to prioritizing 
nutrition and helping 500 million people in develop-
ing countries move out of hunger and malnutrition 
by 2030. The larger Group of Twenty (G20) high-
lighted the importance of agricultural innovation—
in institutions, policies, science, and technology—to 
achieve sustainable development. Among regional 
development groups, the African Development 
Bank Group launched its 2016–2025 Strategy for 
Agricultural Transformation, committing to end 
extreme poverty, hunger, and malnutrition by 2025. 
And at the African Green Revolution Forum, African 
leaders, businesses, and major donors pledged 
more than US$30 billion for African agriculture to 
increase production, income, and employment for 
smallholder farmers and local African agriculture 
businesses over the next 10 years.

Along with global and regional policy develop-
ments, individual countries initiated significant food 
security and nutrition policy changes in 2016. The US 
Global Food Security Act was passed by Congress, 
which will help support the SDGs. France enacted 
anti–food waste actions and passed a law requir-
ing supermarkets to donate unsold food. China 
announced investments in agriculture of about 
US$450 billion in an effort to increase farm produc-
tivity and improve rural incomes, and also outlined 

plans to reduce its citizens’ meat consumption by 
50 percent by 2030. Malawi launched a new National 
Agricultural Policy to improve incomes, food secu-
rity, and nutrition. The Philippines finalized long-term 
development plans that include efforts to reduce 
poverty and to reach self-sufficiency in rice—the latter 
a policy with potential drawbacks.7 India continued 
to expand implementation of its 2013 Food Security 
Law, aiming to allocate subsidized food grains to 
800 million people across India’s 36 states.

Behind these positive signs, concerning devel-
opments in 2016 revealed the persistence of hun-
ger and malnutrition in some parts of the world. 
In West Africa, 10 million people experienced crit-
ical levels of food insecurity in 2016.8 The 2015–
2016 El Niño weather event caused poor harvests in 
many countries around the world, affecting a pro-
jected 41 million people in southern Africa, of whom 
28 million were in need of immediate humanitar-
ian assistance.9 In Yemen, almost half the popula-
tion (14 million of 27.4 million) faced high levels of 
food insecurity driven primarily by conflict, and in 
war-torn Syria roughly 4 to 5 million displaced peo-
ple required urgent food aid throughout the year.10 
While it is encouraging that humanitarian aid sup-
ports many people in acute critical need, vulnerabil-
ity to chronic food insecurity remains a concern.

LOOKING FORWARD TO 2017: 
GREAT UNCERTAINTIES DESPITE 
A STRONG RESOLVE

The resolve and commitments to sustainable devel-
opment and food security that marked 2016 are 
being tested as we look forward to 2017. Of partic-
ular concern are the uncertain prospects for eco-
nomic growth and changing political paradigms in 
developed and developing countries alike, which are 
creating an uncertain outlook for the global devel-
opment landscape.

Current forecasts of global economic growth 
for 2017 are slightly positive: after low growth of 
2.3 percent in 2016, growth in 2017 is expected to 
rise to 2.7 percent.11 Prospects for growth differ 
sharply across countries and regions, with emerg-
ing economies in Asia showing robust growth, while 
Africa south of the Sahara experiences a slowdown.12 
The projected slowdown threatens to reverse the 
gains achieved in reducing poverty and food inse-
curity in Africa. In Nigeria, lower oil prices combined 
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with the effects of currency depreciation and conflict 
elevate the risk of severe food insecurity. Relatedly, 
staple food prices in Nigeria were expected to have 
risen above both 2015 prices and the five-year aver-
age by September 2016.13

Expected political changes around the world 
in 2017 contribute to the uncertain economic out-
look. For example, several countries in Africa south 
of the Sahara will transition to new political leader-
ship. A new administration in Ghana will transition 
into power and is expected to address the coun-
try’s slowing economic growth. In the Democratic 
Republic of the Congo, a transitional government 
is supposed to be formed in advance of elec-
tions slated to be held by the end of 2017. In Latin 
America, political uncertainties in countries such 
as Brazil and Venezuela put a question mark on 
economic and social stability going forward, with 
implications for development and foreign direct 
investment. New political regimes in Asia, such as 
in the Philippines, have bucked convention with 
new or different approaches to trade and develop-
ment. Political changes in the more advanced econ-
omies are also adding to the growing uncertainties. 
Threats of greater isolationism could further slow 
global trade and economic growth. As a result, the 
subdued economic outlooks for 2017 may further 
support the uptick in anti-integration movements 
among other advanced economies. Overall, the 
implications of these political changes for domestic 

and global growth, food policy, trade, and invest-
ments in food security and nutrition are unclear.

Rising within-country income inequality during 
the period of rapid globalization, as well as stag-
nant real median wages, fuels policy uncertainty 
around global trade and immigration in advanced 
economies.14 Indeed, within-country inequality is 
higher now than it was 25 years ago, and the share of 
income going to the top 1 percent has increased in 
many countries over the last few decades. The issue 
of inequality will likely remain a focus in 2017 given 
its political and social implications.

Together with economic and political changes, 
ongoing conflicts will continue to exacerbate hunger 
and malnutrition in affected regions. Conflict dis-
placed up to 65.3 million people in 2015 alone, and 
forced displacement has been on the rise since the 
mid-1990s.15 It appears unlikely that these figures will 
drastically diminish in 2017.

URBANIZATION IN THE SPOTLIGHT

Rapid urbanization, particularly in developing coun-
tries, is a critical ongoing trend shaping food secu-
rity and nutrition that will continue in 2017 and 
beyond (Figure 1). Nearly 90 percent of the pro-
jected urban population increase is concentrated 
in Africa and Asia, with China, India, and Nigeria 
alone expected to add 900 million urban residents 
by 2050.16 How the expansion of urban areas is 

Figure 1 Growth of urban population in major developing regions
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managed in future years will be critical for ensuring 
agricultural growth and global food security.

Rapid urbanization and population growth are 
expected to put growing pressure on the global food 
system as agricultural production comes under stress 
from environmental degradation, climate change, 
extreme weather conditions, and limited virgin lands 
for expansion. Furthermore, as urbanization has 
accelerated in some developing countries, so has the 
triple burden of malnutrition—the coexistence of hun-
ger (insufficient caloric intake to meet dietary energy 
requirements), undernutrition (prolonged inade-
quate intake of macro- and micronutrients), and over-
nutrition in the form of overweight and obesity.17

The good news is that the world is paying atten-
tion. By building momentum through global initia-
tives such as the Habitat III summit and the Milan 
Urban Food Policy Pact, the global development 
community appears ready to take action.

Difficulty in improving food security and nutrition in 
both rural and urban areas in developing countries can 
be traced to weak linkages between agricultural pro-
ducers, and particularly smallholders, in rural areas and 
urban consumers. Urbanization can be a boon to rural 
producers who could more effectively supply urban 
areas with nutritious foods while benefiting from larger, 
generally more wealthy urban markets. Chapter 2 dis-
cusses how enhancing rural-urban linkages—through 
improving policy coordination, strengthening value 
chains, leveraging intermediate cities, making critical 
investments in non-urban areas, and promoting pro-
ductive social protection—can help end hunger and 
malnutrition for rural and urban dwellers.

As urban populations grow, poverty, food inse-
curity, and malnutrition are increasingly becoming 
urban problems in all regions of the world. The state 
of food security and nutrition in the world’s growing 
cities is discussed in Chapter 3. Poor urban dwellers 
face unique nutritional challenges around accessing 
nutritious food, adequate employment, social pro-
tection, and adequate water, sanitation, and hygiene 
facilities, all of which affect food security and nutri-
tion. The chapter highlights the need for more data 
and research to better understand and characterize 
the challenges and opportunities faced by the urban 
poor and to guide the design of effective policies 
and programs to support them.

Urbanization is playing a role in a larger global 
trend—whereby consumption of coarse grains, sta-
ple cereals, and pulses is replaced by increased 

consumption of animal-source foods, sugar, fats and 
oils, refined grains, and processed foods. This “nutri-
tion transition” is causing increases in overweight and 
obesity and diet-related diseases such as diabetes 
and heart disease. Chapter 4 unpacks the nutrition 
transition, and considers how to use policy to create 
an enabling environment for good nutrition.

In many developing countries, a “quiet revolu-
tion” is affecting staple food value chains. Increased 
commercial flows of agricultural goods, diet trans-
formation, and the large role of commercial mar-
kets in meeting urban food demand all contribute 
to these evolving value chains. The growing use of 
modern inputs, information and communication 
technologies, and midstream sections of the value 
chain figure in this transformation. Chapter 5 dis-
cusses lessons learned and opportunities for cities 
to continue to serve as engines of growth for agricul-
tural and food system transformation.

While urbanization is happening almost every-
where, the ongoing process in Africa south of the 
Sahara comes with unique implications for gover-
nance and food security. In particular, large urban 
poor populations in the region rely heavily on the 
informal economy for accessible, affordable food. 
Informal markets find themselves at odds with gov-
ernment interventions that typically focus on con-
trol, regulation, and often violent eradication of the 
urban informal food economy. Chapter 6 discusses 
the unique institutional, administrative, and political 
challenges for achieving food security in the region, 
and offers policy suggestions for a way forward.

The review of Regional Developments in food 
policy takes a brief look at the particular challenges 
of urbanization and the food and agricultural econ-
omy in each of the developing regions.

Together these chapters provide an overview 
of what we know about urbanization, food secu-
rity, and nutrition and point to some of the most 
urgent research and data needs. They also point 
to promising policy directions that could begin to 
strengthen linkages between rural and urban areas 
and contribute to food security and access to nutri-
tious foods in the world’s expanding urban areas. 
Addressing the needs of growing ranks of urban 
dwellers and improving the livelihoods of small-
holder producers while promoting agricultural pro-
ductivity will be essential to global food security 
and nutrition and to moving ahead with the new 
sustainable development agenda.
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