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 I am honored to deliver this year�s Forman lecture and to share my thoughts with 
such a distinguished and committed group.  
 
 I�m going to talk about the pivotal importance of political will, especially U.S. 
political will, to progress against world hunger; then propose some lessons from 
experience about how to strengthen U.S. political will; and finally, invite you to think 
about ways you can help to change the politics of hunger.  

 
 
The importance of political will 
 
 The feasibility of dramatic progress against hunger is no surprise to any of you. 
Some poor countries have achieved rapid development and combined it with targeted 
investments in the nutrition, health and productivity of poor people. As a result, the 
proportion of undernourished people in the developing world has dropped from about 
one-third 30 years ago to about one-fifth today.  
 

The world�s political leaders have long recognized that rapid progress against 
hunger is possible. At the World Food Summit of 1974, they committed themselves to 
end hunger in a decade. Already then, experts said that the binding constraint was 
political will. 

 
We need stronger political will in developing countries and among the 

industrialized countries. But changing the politics of hunger here in the United States is 
especially important, because the United States has more influence than any other nation 
and is the least forthcoming of the industrialized countries. 

 
The international debt crisis provides a good example. In 1982, the U.S. Treasury 

Secretary said it was a temporary liquidity crisis, and that analysis carried the day. When 
the U.S. Treasury later decided some additional financing for structural adjustment was 
needed, the industrialized countries, the Bank and the IMF made that shift. Two decades 
later, when the Jubilee movement finally convinced the Clinton administration that some 
poor country debt should be written off, the G8, the Bank and the Fund implemented the 
Clinton plan. At each step of the way, indebted developing countries have had to deal 
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with whatever the U.S. government decided. When adjustment was prescribed, they 
adjusted. Now that poverty reduction strategies are prescribed, they are developing 
poverty reduction strategies. 

 
The Irish rock star Bono has come to concentrate his advocacy efforts on the U.S. 

government because of his experience with debt relief. He has learned that on issues that 
are important to hungry and poor people worldwide, the U.S. government usually gets its 
way.  
 
 Reducing world hunger is certainly not among the top 100 concerns of the U.S. 
government. The United States agreed to the proposal for a World Food Conference in 
1996 only on the condition that the conference would not call for any new funding. 
Throughout the process since then, the U.S. officials involved have been under 
instructions from the White House not even to suggest anything that would cost money.  
 
 Within the United States itself, 33 million people live in households that are food 
insecure. One in five U.S. children live in these households, and even moderate 
undernutrition stunts the ability of children to learn. An expansion of the Food Stamp 
Program would quickly reduce hunger in this country, but the Food Stamp Program has 
instead been cut back.  
 

Most of you work on international issues, but we won�t get the U.S. government 
to do much more about hunger in Africa unless we can also mobilize stronger political 
will to do more about widespread hunger in U.S. communities. 
 
 Over the last several decades, many reports and conferences on world hunger 
have concluded with a call for more political will. That�s not good enough any more. No 
report or conference should ever conclude that way again. The analysis should instead 
continue, explaining what practical steps will be taken � or can be taken � to build the 
necessary political will. 
 
 Political will doesn�t just happen, and political leaders can seldom act entirely on 
their own initiative. But we know a lot about how to build the political will to reduce 
hunger. Let me suggest seven lessons from experience.  
 
 
Seven lessons of experience 
 

The first is that anti-hunger advocacy is high-impact activity. Bread for the World 
is a case in point. 

 
Arthur Simon founded Bread for the World in 1974. Art was a pastor in a low-

income neighborhood. His church helped needy families and contributed to international 
relief. But Art understood that the U.S. government could do more to help hungry people 
and that members of Congress respond to their voters back home.  
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Bread for the World allows concerned citizens to push together for the U.S. 
government to do its part. We are broadly interdenominational, and we work closely with 
secular, Jewish, and Muslim organizations. Bread for the World has 46,000 members, 
including 2,000 churches. We mobilize about a quarter of a million letters to Congress 
each year. 

 
And we win significant victories for hungry people almost every year. One of our 

biggest victories was U.S. support for the Child Survival Revolution of the 1980s. That 
initiative still saves thousands of lives every day. In 1999 and 2000, Bread for the World 
chaired the legislative coalition for debt relief for the poorest countries. Because of debt 
relief, in 10 or 15 of the world�s poorest countries, more children are now in school, and 
more medicines are in rural clinics. In some countries, the process of debt relief has 
strengthened democracy and reduced corruption.  

 
Bread for the World and Bread for the World Institute together spend about $6 

million a year. But over the last three years, we have helped to win increases in annual 
funding of about $2.6 billion a year for effective programs that help hungry people. Bread 
for the World can reasonably take credit for about $1 billion of that � about $150 for each 
$1 in our budget. We�ve also helped to improve the quality of programs, but the money 
figures alone demonstrate the remarkable impact of work to change the politics of 
hunger. It never ceases to amaze me. 

 
A second lesson of experience is that religious communities are a core 

constituency. More than 90 percent of Bread for the World�s members are Christian 
people who work for global justice as part of their religious lives. Many national religious 
bodies have strong programs of assistance to hungry people, and most of them also make 
some effort to teach their people about relevant public policies. MAZON, the main 
Jewish anti-hunger organization, includes an advocacy component in 40 percent of its 
grants. At the community level, more than three-fourths of religious congregations 
engage their people in assistance to hungry people.  

 
I wish religious leaders would put more emphasis on justice for hungry people. 

But religious bodies are arguably a stronger, more consistent voice on hunger policy 
issues than any other set of institutions in this country. 

 
One of the most hopeful developments in the politics of hunger is that charities 

are becoming more strategic � and this is my third lesson from experience.  
 
Over the last decade, many charitable networks have engaged with governmental 

institutions in new ways. InterAction, which includes nearly all the U.S. charities that 
work overseas, is now leading them in a campaign to increase U.S. funding for 
international relief and development. 

 
There has been a parallel movement among charities that help hungry people here 

in the United States. Some of you may not know about America�s Second Harvest. But 
this network of food banks supports about 60,000 agencies that feed hungry people in this 
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country. These agencies include about a million workers, mostly volunteers. Second 
Harvest is now engaging them as advocates � and has become open to helping them learn 
about world hunger, too. 

 
Meanwhile, governments are reaching out to work more with community groups. 

At the World Bank, I helped to foster NGO involvement in Bank-supported programs in 
developing countries. The Bush administration�s Faith-based Initiative is part of the same 
global trend. What�s most promising is that some community groups are using this 
opening to push for improvements in public programs.  

 
For example, churches and charities all over the world are working together to 

monitor the implementation of debt relief. Grassroots groups in poor countries are 
pushing from below to make sure that it really benefits poor and hungry people, and 
international charities like Oxfam and World Vision help them with advocacy funding 
and political backing here in Washington. 

  
Lesson four: We need more help from other types of institutions. Advocacy, 

religious and charitable organizations aren�t strong enough to win the progress against 
hunger that is possible. With that in mind, leaders from a diverse array of institutions 
have recently come together as the Alliance to End Hunger. These institutions are willing 
to do more to change the politics of hunger, and they have come together to encourage 
each other and reach out to other institutions. The Alliance includes foundations, food 
companies, political leaders, labor unions, organizations that represent minority groups, 
farm organizations, and universities.  
 
 It�s too early to know how much these diverse institutions will contribute to 
changing the politics of hunger, but the need for their help is clear. 

 
Lesson five: Americans are ready to support the right kind of program to reduce 

hunger. The Alliance to End Hunger hired political consultants to help us learn about 
how U.S. voters think about hunger. A national poll showed that most U.S. votes want 
their government to do more to reduce hunger in our country and around the world. 
Voters also see roles for charities and for the United Nations. 

 
But public support becomes much broader when a �liberal� call to do more is 

combined with a �conservative� commitment to making anti-hunger programs more 
effective and to designing them in a way that encourages self-reliance. Across the 
political spectrum, Americans are skeptical about government social programs. So those 
of us who want the U.S. government to expand what it does to help hungry people need 
to be aggressive in making official international development initiatives more effective. 
Reform needs to be part of our message.  

 
Lesson six: We need roughly $25 million more for political work against hunger.  
 
Based on U.S. Census data and a USAID study, Bread for the World Institute 

estimates that the United States could cut U.S. food insecurity in half by 2010 � and do 
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its share to cut world hunger in half by 2015 � for a total of $7 billion a year. We 
envision broad efforts to reduce poverty, supplemented by targeted nutrition programs 
(including an increase in what charities do). 

 
Bread for the World has recently been able to translate each $1 in its budget into 

$150 of government funding. Using that ratio, we need roughly $40 million a year for 
political work to win the additional government funding we need. Various groups now 
spend about $15 million a year on anti-hunger advocacy and related education, so we 
need roughly $25 million more. 

 
These numbers make some sense in relation to the U.S. environmental movement. 

The environmental movement may be spending about $150 million a year on legislative 
advocacy and policy-related education, but the changes needed to accelerate progress 
against hunger are much more modest than the environmental movement has achieved.  

 
The $25 million number is a guesstimate. But it gives us a rough sense of how 

much more effort needs to go into changing the politics of hunger. Existing efforts are 
only a fraction of what�s required, but $25 million is not an impossible number. The U.S. 
charities that provide food to hungry Americans have combined budgets of about $2.5 
billion a year, and the U.S. charities that do relief and development work internationally 
receive about $2.5 billion a year in private contributions. 

 
Finally, lesson seven: Now may be an opportune time to build political will. 

Recession and war are pushing millions more families into abject poverty. But the 
terrorist attacks of last year have made the U.S. public more supportive of efforts to 
reduce hunger in the United States and worldwide. More political leaders now believe 
that reducing poverty around the world is important to U.S. national security. 

 
Partly for this reason, President Bush has proposed the Millennium Challenge 

Account (MCA). The Bush administration is promising to add $1.7 billion to the foreign 
aid budget in FY 2004, scaling up to an additional $5 billion by FY 2006. The 
Millennium Challenge Account will channel assistance to countries with governments 
that respect human rights, invest in their people, and promote economic freedom.  

 
I�m delighted by the MCA proposal. Since it�s coming from a conservative 

president, we have an opportunity � right now � to build a new bipartisan commitment to 
reducing poverty and hunger worldwide. Bread for the World�s main campaign in 2003 
will be called Rise to the Challenge: End World Hunger. Together with a broad coalition, 
we intend to hold the president to his promise and get Congress to approve and fund the 
MCA. 
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What you can do 
 

I�m an activist, so I�m going to ask for your help. If you�re not yet a member of 
Bread for the World, please join. If you are part of a religious community, consider 
getting them to write letters to Congress as part of the Rise to the Challenge campaign. 

 
Some of you are researchers. We need analysis that addresses popular concerns, 

and getting the word out may be as important as the research itself. IFPRI�s 2020 Vision 
is a model of what we need. We also need research on what works and doesn�t work to 
change the politics of hunger.  

 
Some of you work in international development agencies. These agencies help 

build political support, first, by doing a good job and, second, by reaching out to the 
public. They get hunger stories into the news, for example. A few years ago, we polled 50 
of the largest U.S. charities and advocacy organizations. Collectively, they employed 
only about 10 people to pitch policy-related stories about hunger and poverty to the 
media. So USAID and the World Bank are already major actors in this field � and they 
could do more. 

 
I�m also a preacher, so permit me to close with a theological perspective. If we 

know anything about God, we know that God intends for every mother to be able to feed 
her children. God has given humanity the resources and knowledge to make rapid 
progress against hunger in our time. But we need to convince the powers that be to 
provide the help and opportunity that hungry people need to provide for themselves. 

 
Changing the politics of hunger is God�s work.  


