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To be sure, there are still far too
many hungry and underfed

people—1.1 billion at last count. But
over one billion people are now over-
weight and obese. 

Perhaps most surprisingly, these
aren't all cheeseburger-eating
Westerners. Most are Asians, Pacific
islanders, and Latin Americans, in

particular urban women, living in
developing countries. Usually poor,
they are succumbing in alarming
numbers to the misleadingly named
"diseases of affluence"—obesity, heart
disease, cancer, and diabetes—that
arise from changing diets, lifestyles,
and economies. 

INTERNATIONAL FOOD 
POLICY RESEARCH INSTITUTE

sustainable solutions for ending hunger and poverty

The Changing Face of
Malnutrition
For as long as the world has known it, malnutrition has been associated with
hunger, conjuring up images of gaunt and prematurely aged children and adults. In
2004, malnutrition is still very much with us, and it is taking on a new form as well.
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In a rare meeting between high-level
policy analysts from both India and

Pakistan, experts from across South Asia
gathered in Islamabad this past
September for a five-day workshop to
discuss ways to enhance agricultural
markets and trade, as the region tries to
move from self-sufficiency to high-value
export agriculture.

“South Asia’s strategy for rising to the
challenge of globalization centers on
agriculture,” said Ashok Gulati, director
of Markets,Trade, and Institutions at
IFPRI. “To become globally competitive,
the region needs basic reforms in the
agricultural sector to improve produc-
tion, marketing, and distribution.”

Over seventy policy analysts,
researchers, and university professors
from Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, Nepal,
Pakistan, and Sri Lanka attended the
workshop, which IFPRI organized in
collaboration with Innovative
Development Strategies (IDS) and the
University of Agriculture in Faisalabad,
as part of its South Asia Initiative. A
similar workshop was held in
Bangladesh in March.

The workshop was designed to
enhance the ability of participants to
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IFPRI News

The Brain Gain

How can developing countries dramatically increase their knowledge base for agricultural develop-
ment within a relatively short period of time, but without incurring enormous expenditure and

overwhelming existing institutions? The Consultative Group on International Agricultural Research
(CGIAR) is proposing a promising answer to this perennial question in the form of the Global Open
Agriculture and Food University. A distance-learning initiative that would be open to all qualified candi-
dates, the university would strengthen the capacity of postgraduate students in food and agriculture
(including livestock, forestry, and fisheries) in order to speed up agricultural development, poverty
reduction, and progress toward food security.

The university would help developing- and developed-country universities offer courses based on CGIAR
research and academic teaching in partnership with regional and national institutions. By complementing
and leveraging existing distance-education courses, the university would provide flexible, affordable, and
accessible postgraduate education while rapidly building high-quality capacity for agricultural development.

To move forward with the initiative, the CGIAR brought together potential partners from developing-
and developed-country universities, university associations, distance-learning institutions, and donors from
Africa, Asia, Europe, Latin America, the Middle East, and North America for a one-day dialogue this past
August. Held at IFPRI, the initiative’s facilitator for the CGIAR, the dialogue allowed representatives to
discuss the need for and potential of distance learning for agricultural development; identify ways that
developing- and developed-country actors could collaborate on this initiative; and ascertain the
approaches and institutional arrangements that would sustain it.

The dialogue helped set the stage for the next four steps of the initiative: establish a credible advisory
body; identify key partners from the CGIAR, open universities, and international organizations that would
help pinpoint and implement course modules and curricula; revise the program document to reflect the
recent dialogue; and hold a meeting for those interested in the project at the CGIAR’s October 2004
Annual General Meeting.The Science Council of the CGIAR has also endorsed the initiative and will help
in establishing its Program Advisory Committee.

For more information about the initiative, visit www.openaguniversity.cgiar.org. n

Book on Ending Hunger Wins Award

With Ending Hunger in our Lifetime: Food Security and Globalization (IFPRI/Johns Hopkins
University Press, 2003), the authors C. Ford Runge, Benjamin Senauer, Philip Pardey, and

Mark Rosegrant set out to write a book that clearly communicates complex ideas about hunger
and how best to end it. Based on the marshalling of extensive research, the book was written in a
rigorous but nonacademic style with the explicit intent of making food security problems and
solutions understandable to non-experts interested in the subject. 

Recognizing that the authors had succeeded in their objective, the American Agricultural
Economics Association (AAEA) recently awarded the book its Quality of Communications
Award. In presenting the award, Katherine R. Smith, Chair of the 2003/2004 AAEA Awards
Committee, noted: “This exceptionally accessible, convincing, and compelling book makes the
case that through well directed scientific R&D and sustainable technology transfer, global invest-
ment, and the institutional change and renewal that must complement and can accelerate
scientific and economic progress, global food security can be accomplished.”

Because the book covers a wide range of issues—environment, technology, education, and
policy and institutional reforms—it is also proving valuable as a textbook for college courses. n

             



IFPRI’s Taskforce for Gender Research

The importance of gender on IFPRI's
agenda was highlighted recently by a

decision to set up a taskforce to oversee
research on the issue.

The new mechanism, headed by senior
research fellow Ruth Meinzen-Dick, will
provide support to IFPRI researchers looking
not only at the more traditional areas of
gender research such as welfare and intra-
household bargaining power, but also how
the issue affects resource tenure, markets,
poverty reduction, and overall economic
development.The taskforce will serve as a
focal point, supporting analytical innovation
and helping to integrate gender analysis into
IFPRI research beyond the household. One
such supportive effort involves a new initia-
tive to incorporate gender into IFPRI’s
IMPACT model of global food supply and
demand, to see what effects increasing
gender equality will have on economic

growth and malnutrition in different regions.
The task force will also act as a liaison office,
representing IFPRI on gender-policy research
to interested external audiences.

IFPRI has long been a center for system-
atic studies of gender and development.
One recent book, Household Decisions,
Gender, and Development: A Synthesis of
Recent Research (edited by Agnes
Quisumbing), summarizes the research
results and policy implications of 27 studies
on the subject and promises to become a
useful tool for teachers, students, practi-
tioners working on gender and
development, and general readers interested
in gender studies.

In another recent publication, The
Importance of Women’s Status for Child
Nutrition in Developing Countries Lisa C. Smith
and her collaborators investigate the links
between women's status and child malnutri-

tion—an area that surprisingly has gone
largely unnoticed. In their analysis, they
explore answers to the Asian Enigma—the
puzzle of why malnutrition is much more
prevalent among children in South Asia than
in Sub-Saharan Africa, even though South
Asia surpasses Sub-Saharan Africa in most of
the principal determinants of child nutrition.
Using data from 36 countries, the research
team establishes unequivocally that eradica-
tion of gender discrimination not only
benefits women but also their children’s
nutritional well being.

Other recent publications on gender
include Measuring Childcare Practices:
Approaches, Indicators, and Implications for
Programs (Marie T. Ruel and Mary Arimond)
and Land and Schooling:Transferring Wealth
across Generations (Agnes Quisumbing, Jonna
Estudillo, and Keijiro Otsuka). n
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South Asia Initiative (continued from page 1)

analyze the outcomes and impact of domestic market
reforms. Using case studies from their own countries, partici-
pants examined both output markets, such as those for
foodgrains, and input markets, such as those for seeds and 
irrigation. Participants also discussed options for phasing out
fertilizer subsidies and reforming power subsidies.

“Through analysis and dialogue, South Asia’s policymakers
and researchers can help build each other’s capacity and make
the region a formidable economic force,” said Suresh Babu,
IFPRI senior research fellow and senior training adviser.

A key conclusion of the workshop, funded by the Asian
Development Bank, was that unless South Asian countries
implement appropriate domestic reforms, they will not be
able to reap the full benefits of globalization, even if they liber-
alize their food and agricultural sectors for trade purposes.

“If South Asian countries are to fully participate in interna-
tional markets, their agriculture sectors need to be
competitive,” said Bashir Ahmad, vice chancellor of the
University of Agriculture, Faisalabad. “And for that to happen,
domestic market reforms need to be at the top of the
region’s agenda.” n

The Government of
the Republic of

Uganda and Posta
Uganda have issued two
commemorative stamps in
honor of the 2020 Africa
Conference, which was
held in April 2004 and
organized by IFPRI`s 2020 Vision Initiative and
co-hosted by the Government of Uganda. IFPRI is deeply
honored and grateful for this sign of recognition of the work accom-
plished in Kampala.

The circulation of the stamps worldwide will contribute to raising
further awareness of the efforts underway at IFPRI and among its
partners to implement action on food and nutrition security in Africa.
For further information on the stamps, please visit
www.ifpri.org/2020africaconference/stamps.asp. n

Uganda Honors the 2020
Africa Conference

More IFPRI News

                       



“Wheat’s central

and growing 

role in food

consumption

means that

developing-

country

production of

this crop will

have to increase

by almost 50

percent by 2020,

from the current

300 million tons

to 440 million

tons. . .” 

Masaru Iwanaga, director general of the International Maize and Wheat Improvement Center
(CIMMYT), talks to IFPRI Forum about the role of maize and wheat in world agriculture.

FORUM: Wheat was a key crop (along with rice) in the Green Revolution that unfolded about
three decades ago. How relevant is wheat today and for the future, in the changing world of
food and agriculture?

Iwanaga: Although maize is expected to bypass wheat in terms of total production in the next
ten years, wheat will be the number one food crop. People in developing countries consume 85
percent of the wheat they produce. In contrast, animals consume most of the maize produced. As
for rice, wheat will tend to displace it as incomes rise. Wheat’s central and growing role in food
consumption means that developing-country production of this crop will have to increase by
almost 50 percent by 2020, from the current 300 million tons to 440 million tons, according to
the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations.

Because of its inherent characteristics, wheat has certain production advantages over rice and
maize. It is far more efficient in the use of water, producing more grain per unit of water, and its
geographic range greatly exceeds that of either rice or maize, spanning cold (winter wheat) to moder-
ately warm (spring wheat) locations. Should production conditions for cereals become less favorable
due to global warming or other environmental factors, wheat yields would be affected less than
those of other major cereals. Wheat’s importance in developing countries would also increase if
developed countries removed farm subsidies, enabling prices to rise in low-income countries. 

FORUM: What major technical challenges do agricultural scientists face in their efforts to
improve wheat and maize varieties?

Iwanaga: For wheat the challenges are many, including difficulties in gene tagging and identifica-
tion for economically valuable traits such as high yield; limited understanding of how
environments affect yield, grain quality, and other traits; inadequate advances in techniques that
would allow us to genetically engineer wheat with useful traits; inability as yet to exploit hybrid
wheats in an economically feasible manner, even though they yield 15 percent more than normal
wheat varieties; and farmers’ lack of access to market information, making it difficult for them
to respond to changing opportunities or demands. 

At the same time, limited access to germplasm makes it even more difficult to develop new
varieties. The lack of diversity for some wheat traits highlights the need to focus more intently
on working with the genetic diversity we can find. We believe this diversity is present in wheat's
relatives and landraces, which are held in CGIAR and other gene banks. But we are concerned
that intellectual property restrictions will reduce researchers' access to seed collections, DNA
markers, and other technology.

Impairment of the free, global exchange of wheat germplasm would severely hinder future
food security in developing countries, where the disastrous impacts of global warming and
related environmental degradation are expected to hit first and hardest. Despite this disturbing
possibility, free access to genetic resources carrying innate solutions to stresses associated with
climate change will diminish as public and private actors implement quid-pro-quo exchange
restrictions. Developing countries are bound to find themselves at the short end of the
germplasm stick. Moreover, dissemination of new varieties is not expected to increase, as overall
investment in agricultural research in developing countries is decreasing.

Masaru Iwanaga,
Director General of CIMMYT

Interview
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Maize is an extremely versatile crop, but in
much of the developing world its yield is far
below potential. The great genetic diversity
found in tropical maize has enabled progress
in breeding for a range of traits and we have
seen significant advances even for difficult
traits such as drought tolerance. Despite the
solutions that breeding has provided for
resource-poor maize farmers in developing
countries, financial support for public maize
breeding programs is decreasing. This, more
than a lack of genetic variation or any other
“technical” challenge, impairs the effective use
of maize’s genetic resources. 

Genetic variation may be most limited for
traits such as resistance to insect pests and
weeds, as well as for nutritionally important
traits such as higher iron or zinc concentra-
tions in the grain. The opaque-2 gene provides
a way to increase the protein quality of maize.
The gene, however, is recessive and easily lost
as farmers recycle grain as seed. Dominant
versions of the gene would therefore be
desirable. Among important maize diseases,
the hardest to address through breeding
include banded leaf and sheet blight, which
particularly affect large parts of Asia, and
certain viral diseases. 

The significant progress that researchers
have recently made in improving the tolerance
of maize to constraints such as drought and
infertile soils is crucial for food security. Breeding
for such traits could safeguard future harvests
from the effects of climate change and maintain
productivity as population growth pushes maize
production into more marginal areas.

FORUM: What role should the private sector
play in overcoming technical constraints to
improved maize and wheat for poor farmers? 

Iwanaga: In the case of wheat, the Australian
Grains Research and Development
Corporation’s investment in CIMMYT has led
to benefits for farmers in both developed and
developing countries. Groups like GRDC
recognize such spillovers into developed world
agriculture and see a benefit in ensuring that
similar joint efforts continue. In these ventures
there has been no restriction on the free distri-
bution of germplasm to other partners. 

The private sector has a role to play in
several areas, including the following:

• Seed production and distribution to
farmers. This is often still poorly under-
stood and managed by the Future Harvest
Centers of the CGIAR and local govern-
ment agencies.

• Technology development. This is
expensive and the Future Harvest Center
breeding programs will remain users, not
developers, of technology. Setting up
suitable partnerships to ensure access to
technology will be critical. An example is
the Cooperative Research Center (CRC) for
Molecular Plant Breeding in Australia.
CIMMYT’s partnership in the CRC has
ensured a steady flow of relevant molecular
markers, which help identify traits, into
CIMMYT’s wheat improvement program. 

• Gene discovery. The Future Harvest
Centers are world leaders in housing,
phenotyping, and screening genebank
collections, whereas the private sector has
the resources to discover genes and tag or
clone them.

• Technical services. The private sector
could provide low-cost services to the
Future Harvest Center breeding programs.
Examples include marker-assisted trait
selection, DNA marker development, and
the development of transgenes. These
would presumably be cost competitive with
fixed delivery times. 

As with wheat, private-sector maize
breeding programs are typically oriented
towards clients who provide profits, normally
wealthier commercial farmers operating in
high potential environments. Private-sector
investment in research on constraints intrinsic
to smallholder farming systems and stress-
prone environments will therefore always be
limited. 

The private seed sector has an advantage
over the public sector in developing cost-
intensive technologies such as transgenic
crops. However, few of these technologies
have reached poor farmers so far, as the

“Impairment of

the free, global

exchange of

wheat

germplasm

would severely

hinder future

food security in
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and related

environmental
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hardest. ”
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Iwanaga Interview (continued from page 5)

“Biotechnology

is unlikely to

bring ‘magic

bullet’ solutions

for the sustain-

able production

of wheat and

maize, but

biotechnology

researchers

working across

disciplines can

significantly

enhance key

traits in maize

and wheat to

make these

cropping

systems more

productive and

sustainable.”

private sector has little incentive to deploy costly technologies among poor farmers. Similarly,
there are few examples of effective transfer agreements with the public sector that would reduce
the costs of access for poor farmers to such technologies.

Despite the above, the private sector has played a significant role in disseminating seed of
some improved maize varieties, whether of private or public provenance. Carefully crafted
public-private partnerships for seed dissemination, therefore, should be sought, although these
should supplement other efforts to develop sustainable systems for delivering affordable, quality
seed to small-scale farmers.

FORUM: How important is biotechnology to the contribution that maize and wheat can make to
food security in developing countries? In what way is it important? 

Iwanaga: Much of the controversy regarding biotechnology is related to genetic engineering and
the production of genetically modified organisms. This approach, however, is “just” one biotech-
nology tool for developing improved germplasm. At CIMMYT, for example, activities related to
genetic engineering represent about 20 percent of the biotechnology effort and a small fraction of
the Center's total budget. Most of our resources are allocated to the discovery of suitable DNA
markers to incorporate numerous genes for target traits or environments into improved crop
varieties.

Biotechnology will significantly influence our understanding of biological processes in many
plant species and research to understand how genes work will help us to improve the perform-
ance of wheat and maize under diverse conditions. The challenges faced by public research
centers such as CIMMYT include (1) how to develop the capacity to access and extract
knowledge from the vast amount of information produced by genomics research; and (2) how to
exploit this knowledge to meet the needs of our clients. CIMMYT should consider positioning
itself as a global leader in the use of genetic information in order to provide innovative solutions
to global problems and experimental frameworks for rigorous hypothesis testing in relation to
traits and genes of interest.

Biotechnology is unlikely to bring "magic bullet" solutions for the sustainable production of
wheat and maize, but biotechnology researchers working across disciplines can significantly
enhance key traits in maize and wheat to make these cropping systems more productive and
sustainable. 

FORUM: The controversy over genetically modified organisms shows no signs of abating. How
does this affect the prospects for better maize and wheat varieties? 

Iwanaga: Obviously, improved maize and wheat varieties will continue to be developed via
conventional (non-transgenic) means. There are a few transgenic products, such as maize with
insect resistance based on gene constructs from the soil bacterium Bacillus thuringiensis that
could be delivered to small-scale farmers in developing countries, but delivery is hindered by the
current debate and regulatory requirements. Thus, the prospect of such products reaching
farmers in developing countries in the next five years are slim. Many farmers want such
solutions, but will have to wait.

There is good reason to field test transgenic crops, but such testing should only come after
developing countries implement regulatory systems for biotechnology. No field testing of trans-
genic crops can or should take place until authorities fully establish such systems. The global
nature of agriculture today also slows testing and deployment. Given the global nature of the
controversy, policymakers are unsure about the impact their decision on genetically modified
organisms will have on trade, even for non-transgenic commodities, or on external aid for devel-
opment projects.

(continued on page 12)

          



Few symbols of economic inefficiency
are as potent or enduring as the small

farm. Consider the U.S. wheat farmer in his
combine harvester, single-handedly cutting a
swathe through his 10,000-acre farm versus
the labor-intensive efforts of his rice-
growing counterpart in Bangladesh. Karl
Marx viewed small farms as self-exploiting,
while many experts see them as an
anachronism in today's market economy.

The view that small farms are not
commercially viable and even an impedi-
ment to development continues to be
widely held, with many development
experts  arguing it is wiser to promote
large-scale operations and higher-value agri-
culture, especially in today's increasingly
integrated and consumer-driven markets.

Yet such a position ignores the
enormous diversity of small-farm situations
around the world, and hence fails to take
into account the substantial prospects for
small-farm development in many developing
countries, where 80 percent of the poor
are either small farmers or landless workers.
Nor does it suggest how a rapid disappear-
ance of small farms could be managed
without leading to a much larger number of
people becoming trapped in rural poverty
and urban ghettos.

Small farms offer important economic
and social advantages for the poor in
countries in the early stages of their
economic transformation into industrial
economies.They are more efficient
producers in labor-surplus economies
(because family workers are less costly and
more motivated than hired workers and
small farms are more likely to use labor
rather than capital-intensive technologies),
they help contain poverty by providing an
affordable and reasonably healthy home
platform from which poor households can
experiment with ways to improve their
livelihoods, and they help prevent
premature urban migration and the
explosive growth of large cities.

Crucially, they also ensure a degree of
food security in rural areas where high
transport and marketing costs can drive up
food prices, while at the national level their
higher land productivity has  the potential
to greatly help poor countries attain self-
sufficiency in staples such as cereals, tubers,
and even livestock.

Many of these advantages slowly
disappear as countries develop and labor
becomes more scarce relative to land and
capital, leading to a natural transition toward
larger farms and an exodus of small farm
workers to towns and nonfarm jobs. But
this transition does not normally begin until
countries have grown out of low-income
status, and it typically takes several genera-
tions to unfold. A common misdiagnosis
stems from overlooking this broader
economic context for determining the
economics of farm size.

For most low-income countries, the
problem is not that most small farms are
inherently unviable in today's marketplace,
but that they face an increasingly tilted
playing field that, if left unchecked, could
lead to their premature demise.

Among the more powerful forces
working against the small farmer is the shift
toward consumer-driven markets as part of
market liberalization and globalization.The
small farmer is increasingly being asked to
compete in markets that demand much
more in terms of quality and food safety;
that increasingly come under the sway of
supermarkets, processors and large export
traders; and that reflect far more interna-
tional competition. As small farms struggle
to diversify into higher-value products, they
must increasingly meet the requirements of
these demanding markets, both at home
and overseas.These changes offer new
opportunities and pose serious threats to
small farmers.

At the same time as markets have
become more unforgiving, structural adjust-
ment and privatization programs have left

many small farmers without adequate
access to key inputs and services, including
farm credit. State agencies no longer
provide many direct marketing and service
functions to small farms, leaving a vacuum
that the private sector has yet to fill in many
countries.The removal of subsidies has also
made some key inputs, such as fertilizer,
prohibitively expensive for many small
farmers, and the removal of price stabiliza-
tion programs has exposed farmers to
greater price volatility

Other obstacles include the trade-
distorting agricultural policies of most
developed countries that not only limit
export opportunities but also unfairly
enable developed-country farmers to
undersell small farmers even in their own
domestic markets.

HIV/AIDS is also taking a severe and
increasing toll among small farms in many
developing countries, reducing the number
of able adult workers and leaving many
children as orphans with limited knowledge
about how to farm.

These forces are particularly challenging
for small farms in Africa and South Asia. Left
to market forces alone, the major benefici-
aries of the new high-value and liberalized
agriculture will mostly be the larger and
commercially oriented farms, and farms that
are well connected to roads and markets. If
agricultural growth is to play a key role in
reducing rather than worsening rural poverty,
then developing viable strategies for small
farms is probably one of the fundamental
problems that policymakers will need to
resolve. Fortunately there are many oppor-
tunities to guide and support small farms so
that they can survive and even prosper.

Context is very important when thinking
about appropriate interventions to assist
small farms. Countries with dynamic and
growing national economies and rising per

Commentary
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Last Chance for the Small Farm?
by Peter Hazell 

(continued on page 8)
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Does Policy Research Pay? 

Over the past 60 years, economic research has moved from the sidelines to the center of policymaking
debates. Its influence pervades all aspects of human choice, whether it be the big issues such as inter-

national trade and poverty alleviation, to much smaller concerns such as the pricing of airline tickets.
In these and other areas economists have devoted enormous amounts of time and energy to devel-

oping models to help decisionmakers value actions and potential outcomes.They have also valued work
carried out in other disciplines. It is thus rather surprising that economists have paid little or no attention
to valuing their own work.

In What's Economics Worth? Valuing Policy Research, several leading economists, including Arnold
Harberger, Anne Krueger, and Paul Krugman, seek to address this omission in mostly new articles that
provide insights into the general nature of the benefits of economic research, potential methodologies for
estimating its value—and sometimes the damage it causes when misapplied—as well as case studies that
highlight the complexities of the issue.

The editors of the book, Philip G. Pardey and Vincent H. Smith, also note that in a time of limited
research resources the ability to demonstrate the worth of any research discipline to administrators is a
prerequisite for obtaining funding and making an impact on policy matters. More importantly, they point
out that the policy value of the work of economists behooves developing-country governments to bolster
their capacity for economic research. n

capita incomes offer small farmers many opportunities to diversify into higher-value products or nonfarm
sources of income, or to exit farming entirely. But poorer and slower-growing economies offer far fewer
such opportunities.

In many poor countries, especially in Africa, there is still excellent growth potential for small farms in the
food-staples sector (cereals, roots and tubers, and traditional livestock products). Demand for these products
is projected to double by 2015, worth another $50 billion each year at today’s prices.These markets are easier
for small farms to access and are less demanding in terms of their quality requirements. Many small farms
could double or triple their incomes if they could capture a decent share of this potential market growth.

In many middle- and higher-income countries, on the other hand, food-staple markets offer fewer
opportunities, with changes in staple-crop demand linked more to growth in livestock feed or export
markets than to domestic food consumption. In these cases, small farms need to diversify into higher-value
products such as fruits and vegetables, oils, fish, and niche markets such as organic crops that have much
better prospects than staple crops.

For this to happen, infrastructure and education in rural regions need to improve. And small farmers
need to get better access to yield-boosting technologies and other key inputs such as fertilizer and credit.
They also need risk management assistance, secure property rights, and producer-marketing organizations
that can link them to the new market chains (supermarkets, processors, exporters, and the like).

Small farmers cannot do all these things on their own, and the public, private, and NGO (nongovern-
mental) sectors all have important roles to play.

Unfortunately, current trends suggest this is not going to happen; research and extension for small farms
is declining, credit for small farms has virtually disappeared, and donor and government investment in crucial
rural infrastructure is stagnant at best.

Unless policymakers adopt a new agenda toward small farm agriculture, there is a growing risk that rural
poverty could soon increase dramatically, sending waves of migrants to urban areas where infrastructure,
the job market, and support services could be overwhelmed. n

Peter Hazell is the director of IFPRI’s Development Strategy and Governance Division.

Last Chance for the Small Farm? (continued from page 7)

            



Chronic non-communicable diseases now
cause close to 60 percent of all deaths
worldwide. Surprisingly, nearly 80 percent of
these deaths occur in developing countries.

Overweight and obesity, the most glaring
outward sign of the changing face of malnu-
trition in developing countries, increase the
chances of a person falling prey to the other
non-communicable diseases. (Overweight
here refers to a body mass index [BMI] of
25 or more and obese to a BMI of 30 or
more. BMI is a weight–height relationship
that indicates amount of body fat.)

According to the World Health
Organization (WHO), obesity-related
ailments afflict more than 115 million
people in the developing world, up from
essentially none two generations ago. By
2030 these diseases as a group are
projected to be the No. 1 killer of poor
people around the world.

"We really are seeing the spread of a
different form of malnutrition in the devel-
oping world and the globalization of chronic
diseases due to the adoption of energy-
dense high-calorie diets, high in fat and
sugars, and Western-style work and social
infrastructures," says Neville Rigby, director of
policy and public affairs at the International
Obesity Taskforce, a London-based
nongovernmental organization (NGO) that
researches weight-related health issues.

While data on obesity in the developing
world are limited, the highest rates appear
to be in the South Pacific. In Nauru, 70
percent of the population is classified as clini-
cally obese, up from only 15 percent in the
mid 1960s.The problem cannot be defined
regionally though. Obesity affects 25-50
percent of the populations in countries as
diverse as Kuwait, Colombia, the Philippines,
and China.

"Even in the low-income, Sub-Saharan
African countries with HIV and malnutrition
dominating, there are still 10 to 15 percent of
adults that are overweight," says Barry Popkin,
professor at the Nutrition School of the
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.

Age is also no longer a safeguard. In
much of North Africa and Latin America,

one in five children aged 4 to 10 are over-
weight.While bad diets and obesity are
most damaging to adults (because they
often lead to fatal illness), they have serious
consequences for children as well.
Overweight children are more than twice as
likely to have high blood pressure or heart
disease as children of normal weight. Often
linked to obesity,Type 2 diabetes, once
known as adult-onset diabetes before it
started afflicting so many children, puts kids
at risk for a range of disorders, including
blindness, nerve damage, kidney failure, and
cardiovascular disease.

The Energy Equation
Nutritionists working in developing
countries once thought that if people
obtained enough energy in their diets, they
would obtain enough minerals, vitamins, and
other micronutrients. But that is clearly not
the case. Malnutrition is not simply caused
by a lack of food overall, but by a lack of
high-quality foods such as whole grains, fiber,
fruits, and vegetables. Diets can also be
injurious to health if they contain an excess
of components such as saturated fat,
sodium, and added sugar.

"Sadly, it seems that we have somehow
managed to bypass good health, moving
from hunger to obesity in a single genera-
tion in many parts of the world," says Marie
Ruel, interim director of IFPRI's Food
Consumption and Nutrition Division.

Perhaps most worrying is that obesity
and diet-related non-communicable diseases
are reaching epidemic levels in countries
that are still struggling to eliminate hunger
and poverty, encumbering them with a
double health burden.

In some cases, undernutrition and
obesity can even be found under the same
roof.The prevalence of households with
both overweight and underweight members
in Brazil, for example, stands at 11 percent.
In Asia it ranges between 3 and 15 percent,
with households typically containing an
underweight child and an overweight, non-
elderly adult.

This one-two health punch has the

potential to cause an economic and human
disaster in countries whose medical systems
are woefully unprepared to deal with
diseases requiring long-term care.

"What's clear is that the developing
world in particular is going to bear the
enormous brunt of the adverse health
impact of the world's weight gain and they
aren’t prepared for it," says Rigby.

The Nutrition Transition
So, how did we reach this point? 

The reasons are manifold, starting with
our genetic make-up and including global
economic development, higher incomes,
shifting diets, and a range of changes in the
nature of work and leisure.Together it is
what scientists refer to as the "nutrition
transition," a process that is accelerating
rapidly.

People living in urban areas throughout
the developing world are much further
along in the transition than their rural coun-
terparts. Comparatively sedentary jobs
demand less physical energy than rural
labor. And as more and more women work
away from home, traditional patterns of
food preparation are changing. Cities also
offer a greater range of aggressively
marketed calorie-rich food choices.The fact
that more people are moving to cities
makes the problem more pervasive.

Down on the farm, toil is also not always
what it used to be as increased mechaniza-
tion curbs energy expenditures. Many
farmers are also opting now to grow a
single, high-yielding cash crop instead of the
multiple crops that supported their former
subsistence livelihoods and that often
provided a fairly balanced diet.

Another element of the nutrition transi-
tion is the increasing role of foods
associated with industrialized countries.

As a result of all of these factors, tradi-
tional diets that may have featured grains
and vegetables are giving way to meals high
in saturated fat and sugar.
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To get an idea of how revolutionary this change is, consider the eating patterns in China. Less than
two generations ago dinner for most Chinese consisted of rationed rice or wheat and vegetables with a
little bit of soy sauce—and often coarse grains instead of rice or wheat if they were poor. Today, most
meals include excessive vegetable oils, some meat or fish, eggs, and rice or wheat.While variety is a
good thing, it can result in increased intakes of saturated fats, sugars and other potentially unhealthy
food constituents, which become more damaging when combined with reduced physical activity.

"In China, the amount of oil being consumed now is high and the energy density has gone way up,"
says Popkin, adding that it is usually the increased use of edible oils, not animal foods, that account for
the first jump in a country's caloric and fat intakes.

Our own taste buds have played a big role in these dietary shifts. Humans prefer energy-dense foods,
high in fat and sugar. From an evolutionary point of view, it's how we adapted to help us endure times of

famine. But only recently have such foods become so
cheap and widely available to most of the world's
population, thanks to new technologies and liberalized
international trade and investment.

And as food companies watch incomes rise in
the developing world, they are setting their sights on
new markets and heightening the desirability of
energy-dense foods, not all of which may be healthy.

The Costs Of A Poor Diet
Thanks to the developed world's struggles with
diseases related to food consumption behavior, the
health consequences of diets high in fat and sugar
are well documented, ranging from increased risk of
premature death to serious chronic conditions such
as hypertension, stroke, diabetes, cardiovascular
diseases, and a host of other ailments.

Alongside these diseases' ability to reduce the
overall quality of life, they can also exact a large
economic price with the potential to weaken or

even undo a nation's development gains by diminishing people's capacity to work and by diverting scarce
resources to healthcare. For nations whose economic and social resources are already stretched to the
limit, widespread epidemics of non-communicable diseases could be disastrous.

In China, the economic cost of diet-related chronic diseases has already surpassed that of undernutri-
tion—a loss of more than 2 percent of GDP.

The economic costs of obesity have been estimated only for some Western countries. Although
methodology varies, estimates place the cost of diagnosing and managing obesity at 2-8 percent of total
expenditure on health care.The economic impact in developing countries is likely to be higher.

"If action is not taken, this group of diseases will swamp health services of poor countries at a time
when they are still addressing infectious diseases, and reduce worker productivity that is so needed to
lift people out of poverty," says Derek Yach, professor of public health and head of Yale University's
Global Health Division and formerly WHO's executive director for non-communicable diseases and
mental health.

In Hunger's Shadow
Despite all that is at stake, obesity and related diseases continue to be overlooked as serious health
problems in developing countries. Most policymakers in Asian countries and Pacific island states are still
focusing exclusively on the problems of undernutrition, even when the costs of obesity are over-
whelming the health care system.

The Changing Face of Malnutrition (continued from page 9)
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Similarly, medical systems are still geared to providing expensive
acute care for non-communicable diseases, rather than focusing on
preventing their occurrence.

It is a bias that has run through the entire international system.
The Millennium Development Goals, the strategy statements of the
UN Population Fund, and the UN Children’s Fund's A World Fit for
Children do not specifically mention obesity or chronic diseases.

The WHO allots only a small part of its financial resources for
chronic disease control, spending 50 cents on chronic diseases (all
non-communicable diseases except for mental health) per death
per person compared with $7.50 for leading communicable
diseases.The World Bank over the last five years has provided
$4.25 billion in loans to countries for health-sector work, of which
only 2.5 percent went to non-communicable disease prevention
and control programs.

Encouragingly, there are signs the situation is beginning to change.
On May 22, the member states of the WHO unveiled the health
body's Global Strategy on Diet, Physical Activity and Health, a broad
blueprint for nations to encourage their citizens to prevent chronic
illness by eating less saturated fat, salt, added sugars; eating more
whole grain cereals, fruits and vegetables; and exercising. It is the first
global plan to combat obesity and non-communicable diseases.

By acknowledging the role of public policy in the fight against the
chronic disease epidemic—as opposed to the traditional, narrow
focus on individual responsibility—WHO member countries took a
historic step.They also threw down a major challenge to policy-
makers, advisers, and researchers to come up with effective food
and agriculture policies to reverse current trends.

This is important, because to date, no government has really
been able to do it. "We have no best-practice or community-based
example of, for example, obesity levels decreasing, except under
conditions of recession or war," says Yach. "This is in sharp contrast
to most other major public health problems.There are tobacco
interventions, HIV has great success stories and we have great case
study success stories for infectious diseases. But we do not have a
single success story in a large-scale community over five years for
the reduction of obesity."

Raising Awareness And Adjusting Diets
The first step to combating obesity and non-communicable
diseases would seem to be the obvious and perhaps easiest one—
raising awareness.

The successful promotion of a healthy dietary diversity and the
consumption of nutrient-dense fruits and vegetables, for example,
would improve a population's nutritional status.

Touting the benefits of traditional foods in countries with
healthy dietary patterns could also produce nutrition gains. South
Korea has kept obesity levels from increasing by doing just this.

Breastfeeding, which offers food rich in nutrients and has been
associated with lower rates of obesity and coronary heart disease

in adults, is another practice that could be linked to any eating-well
education campaign.Women, who as farmers and mothers are
nutritional gatekeepers in many developing countries, would need
to constitute a prime target group of such campaigns.

Outside the home, schools are the ideal place to improve nutri-
tional literacy, starting with the content of school lunches, which
can often be harmful because of the tendency of budget-minded
directors to opt for cheap, processed food.

Education inside and outside the home though is patently not
enough.There is also a need for direct intervention.

"Take the situation in the developed countries," says Barbara
Burlingame, senior officer for nutrition assessment and evaluation at
the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations. “No
one wants to be obese; virtually all obese people know what they
need to do not to be obese—it's a simple energy equation—and
yet the prevalence of obesity keeps increasing." She adds that the
issue should be dealt with as a public-health and agriculture-policy
challenge, not a medical one.

The WHO strategy suggests that governments could discourage
food and beverage ads that  target children; tax less-healthy foods;
limit high-fat, high-sugar foods in schools; and review agricultural
policies that may contribute to obesity and related chronic diseases.

Brazil, for example, has sought to improve what students eat by
cajoling schools to put more fruits and vegetables on lunchtime
menus. Scandinavian countries managed to modify their diets and
reduce coronary heart disease between the mid-1970s and the
1980s by focusing on price and other policies, such as fish subsidies,
to encourage healthier diets. During the 1990s Singapore helped to
mitigate child obesity through a combination of changes in school
diet and increased fitness and physical activity programming.

In addition to such efforts, a conscientious effort is required to
make all food more nutritious, starting at the production stage and
going all the way through to food importation.This means convincing
everyone from policymakers to agronomists to extension workers to
consider nutrition as an essential part of agricultural planning.

"We need to look at the entire food production system to
ensure that the food supplied to consumers is lower in fat, sugar and
salt," Ruel says.

As part of this, nutrition advocates have recommended shifting
farm subsidies from products such as corn, used for high fructose
corn syrup, to fruits and vegetables, a move that has been greeted
with vociferous opposition from sugar producers, among them many
developing countries.

The food industry, often cast as the main villain of the piece, has
shown signs—in developed-country markets, at least—of a willing-
ness to look at ways to lower sugar, fat, and sodium intakes and raise
consumer awareness of the need for healthy, balanced diets.
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There also needs to be more research into the nutrition transition, specifically  on understanding how
diets are changing among households and individuals in developing countries.

Addressing Dangerous Misconceptions
Among some policymakers and health officials, the misconception that obesity is a problem afflicting only
affluent countries and households may be holding back needed research in poorer countries.

"Overall it seems that there has been a serious neglect of the public health aspects of nutrition/obesity,"
says Yach, who calls for much greater investment in studies on causal relations between food intakes and
disease and for large-scale community-based intervention studies to test "best-option" programs.

The lack of research to date has meant that policymakers don't have the kind of detailed local informa-
tion they need to evaluate the threat of increasing obesity and the rise of related chronic diseases or
adequate guideposts on what might work in reversing these trends.

China, for example, which is facing the prospect of soon becoming the world leader in cardiovascular
disease, would need to devise prevention programs for its own particular conditions, says Professor Chen
Chunming from the Chinese Center for Disease Control and Prevention. "We need a country-specific
strategy for China based on the current situation of the food industry and the food market and of people's
dietary patterns, which are different from elsewhere." 

The outline of what is needed is in place. Given the early successes of countries such as South Korea,
Singapore, and Sweden, it is apparent that an integrated approach is needed that incorporates national
food, agricultural, industrial, and healthcare policies, as well as the family, civic institutions, and the community.

The task ahead is huge.
"Right now this is clearly an underestimated challenge. Since it is lifestyle based and relates to major

shifts in technology and food prices and processing and distribution, it will be most difficult to manage,"
Popkin says.

As such, the key to managing the problem will involve making the right choices at the national,
community, and individual levels.That will require, as always, relevant research, capacity building, and indi-
vidual and political will. n

—Reported by Chris Burslem
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FORUM: What kind of biosafety regulation would both protect consumers and the environment
and allow innovation for poor farmers to take place?

Iwanaga: Harmonization of biosafety regulations is probably the simplest and most straightfor-
ward approach to protecting consumers and allowing all farmers access to the technology. The
current situation, where each country or region employs different requirements, often not
accepting data from neighboring countries, complicates the process and makes seed deployment
more difficult. While there may be good reasons for certain tests to be performed in a country,
many tests are unnecessary. In addition, the type of test could be standardized.

In terms of what to regulate, more attention to the nature of the product as opposed to the
method of production would help distinguish when a transgenic product is substantially different
from conventional products. Today, all transgenics fall in the same category regardless of the trait
or gene source, just to name two factors. In the not-so-distant future, transgenics using genes
from the same species will be available. Appropriate regulatory systems to allow these to reach
farmers should be considered now before the products are further developed.

Finally, I believe that for regulations to be effective, more effort should be invested in risk
analysis. Depending on the country and the results, suitable biosafety regulations can then be put
in place. n

Iwanaga Interview (continued from page 6)

                  


