
IN TER NA TIONAL FOOD POL ICY 
RE SEARCH IN STI TUTE

In the early 1980s re search ers from the
Johns Hop kins Uni ver sity School of Hy -
giene and Pub lic Health study ing vi ta -
min A con sump tion and blind ness in
In do ne sia no ticed that chil dren with mild 
night blind ness and dry eyes—symp -
toms of vi ta min A de fi ciency—ap peared 
to be at a higher risk of dy ing in the next 
three to four months. To fol low up, they
stud ied 30,000 chil dren in 450 vil lages
on the is land of Su ma tra, giv ing chil dren 
in half of the vil lages a large dose of vi -
ta min A every six months and chil dren
in the other vil lages noth ing. The find -
ings were so dra matic that nu tri tion ists
could scarcely be lieve them.

“We found that two cents’ worth of vi -
ta min A twice a year brought down mor -
tal ity rates by more than 30 per cent. It
gen er ated a lot of skep ti cism, but other
stud ies rep li cated it, and they con firmed
the find ings,” says Keith West, an as so ci -
ate pro fes sor at Johns Hop kins. A lack of 
vi ta min A, it was clear, could be le thal.

This dis cov ery con trib uted to a fun da -
men tal shift in the fo cus of nu tri tion proj -
ects in de vel op ing coun tries. With re spect 
to diet, in stead of be ing con cerned only
with whether peo ple were get ting enough 
en ergy, de vel op ment prac ti tio ners be gan
to also con cern them selves about
whether peo ple were get ting enough mi -
cro nu tri ents—the vi ta mins and min er als
that help the body func tion. In the last
dec ade or so, prog ress has been
made—io dine and vi ta min A de fi cien cies
are on the de cline—but there is a long
way to go. Re search ers in a number of
fields are work ing on im prov ing old ways
of com bat ing poor nu tri tion and on de vel -
op ing new meth ods of de liv er ing nu tri ents 
to the peo ple who need them. Their suc -
cesses could lead to health ier, more pro -
duc tive lives for bil lions of peo ple.

The Price of Pov erty
In in dus trial coun tries mi cro nu tri ents are
eve ry where. Doz ens of foods, like milk,
flour, and break fast ce real, are for ti fied,
and mul ti vi ta min sup ple ments are read ily (con tin ued on page 4)

avail able. And most peo ple can af ford to
eat a var ied diet that in cludes natu rally
oc cur ring sources of mi cro nu tri ents.

In de vel op ing coun tries, how ever,
the prob lem of mi cro nu tri ent de fi cien -
cies is huge. Al though data are scarce,
avail able es ti mates are cause for alarm. 
More than half of preg nant women and
school- age chil dren suf fer from iron de -
fi ciency ane mia, as do more than 40

per cent of non preg nant women and
pre school chil dren. Some 100–250 mil -
lion pre school chil dren alone are af -
fected by se vere vi ta min A de fi ciency.
And 740 mil lion peo ple are af fected by
goi ter, a symp tom of io dine de fi ciency.

The costs of these de fi cien cies in
terms of lives lost, for gone eco nomic
growth, and poor qual ity of life are stag -
ger ing. Ac cord ing to Re becca Stoltzfus, 
as so ci ate pro fes sor at the Johns Hop -
kins Uni ver sity School of Hy giene and
Pub lic Health, iron de fi ciency ane mia in 
chil dren im pedes men tal and physi cal
de vel op ment, dam ages the car dio vas -
cu lar sys tem, and can lead to death. In
women of re pro duc tive age, it can
cause pre term births and con trib ute to
ma ter nal mor tal ity dur ing de liv ery. Su -
san Hor ton, pro fes sor of pub lic health
and eco nom ics at the Uni ver sity of To -
ronto, has found that ane mia causes
65,000 ma ter nal deaths a year in low-
 income coun tries in Asia. She es ti -
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Fight ing Hid den Hun ger
Re search ers are look ing for new so lu tions to the old prob lem of di ets poor in
vi ta mins and min er als.

In Ghana work ers gather salt to be taken to a
proc ess ing plant for io di za tion. 
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Developing- Country Ag ri cul ture and the WTO
In the wake of the World Trade Or gani za tion (WTO) meet ings in Se at tle in late 1999, NEWS & VIEWS in ter viewed Kym
An der son, pro fes sor in the School of Eco nom ics and di rec tor of the Cen tre for In ter na tional Eco nomic Stud ies at the
Uni ver sity of Ade laide, Aus tra lia, on his views on the role of trade for de vel op ing coun tries.

NEWS & VIEWS: What are the main
dis ad van tages de vel op ing coun tries
cur rently face in the in ter na tional
trade arena, and how does ag ri cul -
ture fit into the pic ture?

The key dis ad van tage is ac cess to the
mar kets of other coun tries, par ticu larly for 
tex tiles, cloth ing, and ag ri cul tural and
food prod ucts. Re cent analy sis sug gests
that a move to free trade glob ally would
bene fit de vel op ing coun tries al most as
much as ad vanced econo mies, even
though de vel op ing coun tries ac count for
only one- sixth of global gross do mes tic
prod uct. More than one- third of that gain
to de vel op ing coun tries from free ing all
trade glob ally would come from re form of
farm and food poli cies.

The ag ri cul tural poli cies harm ing de -
vel op ing coun tries in volve not just high
im port tar iffs in both rich and poor coun -
tries and tar iff es ca la tion, but also com -
plex tar iff rate quo tas and a vast ar ray of
tech ni cal bar ri ers to trade such as prod -
uct stan dards and quar an tine re stric tions.

NEWS & VIEWS: Is the mil len nium
round of trade ne go tia tions, be gun in 
Se at tle un der the aus pices of the
WTO, the best place to ad dress
developing- country trade con cerns?

The WTO round defi nitely is where de -
vel op ing coun tries as a group should fo -
cus their ne go tia tions. De vel op ing
coun tries will con tinue to get oc ca sional 
ac cess to advanced- country mar kets
through vari ous pref er en tial deals ne go -
ti ated bi lat er ally or re gion ally, but nearly 
al ways such deals leave aside the po -
ten tially most im por tant goods for de vel -
op ing country ex port ers, namely farm
prod ucts and cloth ing. These oc ca -
sional, lim ited deals also tend to dis -
crimi nate against other de vel op ing
coun tries so that, as a group, de vel op -
ing coun tries may even be worse off
than with out pref er en tial ar range ments.

Along with the ad vanced econo mies of
the Cairns Group, de vel op ing coun tries
need to fo cus on se cur ing a much greater
ex tent of farm trade lib er ali za tion than the
af ter math of the Uru guay Round (UR) has
pro duced. It is great that the UR be gan the 
pro cess of get ting ag ri cul ture into the
WTO main stream and led to an agree -
ment to phase out quo tas on tex tile and
cloth ing trade, but very high bar ri ers to im -
ports of these goods re main. De vel op ing
coun tries could lend more sup port to
Cairns Group ef forts to re duce food trade
dis tor tions and could co or di nate an ef fort
among a broad group of their own, in clud -
ing cloth ing ex port ers, to top ple re main ing
bar ri ers. These ef forts would be hin dered
if the least- developed coun tries (LDCs)
were bribed to break away from other de -
vel op ing coun tries by pref er en tial, duty-
 free ac cess to high- income mar kets.

NEWS & VIEWS: Are there pros pects
for new ne go ti at ing part ner ships that 
could emu late the suc cess of the
Cairns Group in the last trade round?

The Cairns Group was a spec tacu lar
suc cess in coalition- building. It con tin ues 
to strengthen, hav ing taken on three new 
Cen tral Ameri can mem bers re cently. The 
next most likely developing- country
group to form is ex port ers of tex tiles and
cloth ing. If food and cloth ing ex port ers
were to get to gether and ar gue jointly for
dis man tling pro tec tion in tex tiles and ag -
ri cul ture, vir tu ally all de vel op ing coun tries 
would want to sup port their cause.

NEWS & VIEWS: What about the more
in flu en tial non gov ern men tal or gani za -
tions (NGOs)? Where are they likely to
stand on the is sues, and how will they
af fect the out come of the trade talks?

NGOs by defi ni tion are not elected rep re -
sen ta tives of the citi zens of WTO mem -
ber coun tries and are usu ally fo cused on
a small sub set of is sues about which they 

hold un usu ally strong, and some times
ex treme, views. Through their do mes tic
lob by ing ef forts their views are al ready
re flected, along with myr iad other views,
in na tional gov ern ment po si tions. Hence,
to the ex tent that such special- interest
groups are in flu en tial in mul ti lat eral fora,
as they were in Se at tle, their views are
be ing “dou ble counted.”

Hav ing said that, NGOs are here to
stay and will be in creas ingly in flu en tial,
thanks to the in for ma tion revo lu tion that
has sub stan tially low ered the cost of shar -
ing in for ma tion and at tract ing mass me dia 
at ten tion. How will they stand on ag ri cul -
tural trade lib er ali za tion? A dec ade ago
most en vi ron mental groups were against
it, but since then they have come to ap -
pre ci ate that there are en vi ron mental
pluses as well as mi nuses from trade re -
form, and that the pluses proba bly domi -
nate. Hence they are more sup por tive
now. De vel op ment NGOs too are com ing
round to ap pre ci ate that both ag ri cul tural
and tex tile re form would bring ma jor gains 
to the vast ma jor ity of the world’s poor. So 
it is pos si ble that as they be come more in -
formed, these NGO groups could be come 
sup por tive rather than scep ti cal of fur ther
trade re form in the next WTO round.

NEWS & VIEWS: Some in the EU are
be gin ning to talk about the WTO’s
mil len nium round be ing a de vel op -
ment round. Can you tell us more
about this? Could it of fer some thing
dif fer ent, or is it just rheto ric?

The Brit ish, and then the EU, have popu -
lar ized the idea that the WTO’s next round 
will be a so- called de vel op ment round.
This is proba bly partly a re sponse to
claims by nu mer ous de vel op ing coun tries
that they bene fited lit tle, if at all, from the
UR. Cer tainly many of them feel they had
lit tle say in draft ing the UR agree ments,
and some have found it dif fi cult to im ple -
ment their UR com mit ments (for ex am ple, 
in serv ices and in tel lec tual prop erty).  Na -
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turally de vel op ing coun tries hope that this
next round will be dif fer ent. Ef forts are
 under way, with help from the World Bank
and the United Na tions, to pro vide de vel -
op ing coun tries with more tech ni cal as sis -
tance in pre par ing for the new round. A
con certed ef fort is also be ing made to in -
clude more de vel op ing coun tries in the day-
 to- day ne go ti at ing pro cesses at the WTO.

But the test of how se ri ous richer coun -
tries are in mak ing this a de vel op ment
round will be the ex tent to which they
keep ag ri cul ture and tex tiles high on the
ne go ti at ing agenda. These are the two
 areas that have the larg est po ten tial gains 
from abroad for de vel op ing coun tries.

NEWS & VIEWS: Could freer trade
harm some de vel op ing coun tries and
the poorer peo ple in those coun tries?
If so, could the harm be off set?

It is al ways pos si ble for a coun try’s terms 
of trade to de te rio rate in the wake of an
ex ter nal shock, and a mul ti lat eral trade
re form pack age is an ex ter nal shock. But 
to the ex tent that a coun try par tici pates
in that re form pro cess, it also de liv ers a
do mes tic pol icy shock that is une quivo -
cally bene fi cial to its econ omy. And in
prac tice the gain from re form ing one’s
own poli cies, un less that re form is minis -
cule, in varia bly over whelms ad verse
terms of trade changes. Hence every
econ omy that un der takes at least some
re form is likely to gain in an ag gre gate
sense from a new round.

Within coun tries there can be los ers
though. A par ticu lar group of house holds 
could lose ei ther be cause of a rise in the
prices of the things on which they spend
the most, and/or be cause the in dus try in
which they work de clines due to greater
im port com pe ti tion. In come dis tri bu tion,
how ever, is al most cer tain to im prove in
these coun tries if pro tec tion of the high-
 employment sec tors, namely food and
cloth ing, is re duced.

NEWS & VIEWS: What are the new
trade agenda is sues, and what bear ing 
will they have on the ne go tia tions?

What Se at tle showed is that there is no
con sen sus on what new is sues ought to

be in cluded in the next WTO round.
Globali za tion has raised the rela tive im -
por tance of for eign in vest ment poli cies,
as well as nu mer ous do mes tic poli cies
that im pinge heav ily on the in ter na tional
com peti tive ness of vari ous in dus tries.
Among the lat ter are en vi ron mental and
la bor stan dards. So it is not sur pris ing
that such things as com pe ti tion, en vi ron -
mental, and la bor poli cies have been
raised as trade- related is sues. En vi ron -
ment and la bor is sues have be come
more promi nent also be cause they have
the sup port of sharply fo cused NGOs
whose cost of col lec tive ac tion has plum -
meted with the in for ma tion revo lu tion.

Whether these new is sues should be
in cluded is a sepa rate mat ter. On the one 
hand, there is a risk they could di rect ne -
go tia tor at ten tion away from main stream
trade pol icy is sues. But on the other
hand, ig nor ing is sues such as la bor and
en vi ron ment will cause the par ties push -
ing those par ticu lar agen das to paint the
WTO as ir rele vant. This will make it
harder for ad vanced econo mies to mus -
ter the po liti cal sup port nec es sary to re -
form farm and tex tiles poli cies that would
bene fit de vel op ing coun tries.

NEWS & VIEWS: What are the
chances of a more open and fairer
trad ing sys tem, es pe cially for ag ri -
cul ture, emerg ing in the near fu ture?

It de pends on what is meant by “near fu -
ture.” Tech ni cally the WTO ag ri cul tural
ne go tia tions started at the WTO in March 
2000. But in terms of out comes, noth ing
can be ex pected un til a more com pre -
hen sive round is launched, be cause only 
then are in ter sec to ral trade offs pos si ble.
Such a launch seems most un likely be -
fore the lat ter half of 2001, and pos si bly
later still. Once it is launched, the ne go -
tia tions will take time—the UR took eight
years to con clude.

I am con fi dent, how ever, that per se ver -
ance will be re warded, be cause the huge
lev els of ag ri cul tural pro tec tion in in dus -
trial coun tries can not be jus ti fied on ei ther
ef fi ciency or eq uity grounds, and greater
pol icy trans par ency is ex pos ing that fact
to ever- larger num bers of vot ers. n

Cut ting Child Mal nu tri tion
It takes more than just food to cut child
mal nu tri tion in the de vel op ing world, ac -
cord ing to a new 2020 Vi sion dis cus sion 
pa per. Over com ing Child Mal nu tri tion in 
De vel op ing Coun tries: Past Achieve -
ments and Fu ture Choices by Lisa C.
Smith and Law rence Had dad pres ents
the re sults of pio neer ing re search on
what fac tors have helped re duce child
mal nu tri tion in the de vel op ing world in
the last 25 years.

Women’s edu ca tion ac counted for a
large share of the re duc tion in child mal -
nu tri tion, ow ing to its strong in flu ence on
child nu tri tion. In creases in per cap ita
food avail abil ity came next in im por tance, 
fol lowed by im prove ments in health en vi -
ron ments and women’s status.

The magnitude of child mal nu tri tion is
se ri ous and pro jected to re main so, ac -
cord ing to the study. To day about one-
 third of the chil dren un der age five in de -
vel op ing coun tries—167 mil lion chil -
dren—are mal nour ished. Even un der the 
most op ti mis tic pro jec tions of fu ture lev -
els, as many as 128 mil lion chil dren
could still be mal nour ished in 2020.

These num bers point to the need for
strong ac tion to ac cel er ate im prove ments 
in the un der ly ing fac tors re spon si ble for
good child nu tri tion, par ticu larly women’s
and girls’ edu ca tion, say Smith and Had -
dad. Their dis cus sion pa per makes pol icy 
rec om men da tions in a number of ar eas
based on their find ings.

To down load Over com ing Child Mal nu -
tri tion in De vel op ing Coun tries, Dis cus sion 
Pa per 30, from IFPRI’s web site, go to
www.cgiar.org/ifpri/2020/wel come.htm. n

New Mem bers Join 2020
Ad vi sory Com mit tee
Mark Mal loch Brown and Leon ard Good  
are the new est mem bers of the 2020
 Vision In ter na tional Ad vi sory Com mit -
tee. Mal loch Brown is ad min is tra tor
of the United Na tions De vel op ment
 Programme, and Good is presi dent of
the Ca na dian In ter na tional De vel op -
ment Agency. n
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mates that io dine de fi ciency causes
losses of adult pro duc tiv ity equal to 3.3
per cent of gross do mes tic prod uct
(GDP) in Paki stan, and a group of
econo mists at the Ad min is tra tive Staff
Col lege of In dia es ti mates that in In dia
iron de fi ciency causes losses equal to
1.25 per cent of GDP.

Iron and vi ta min A de fi cien cies are
of ten linked to pov erty. “Poor peo ple
fre quently can not get ac cess to a suf fi -
cient quan tity and va ri ety of high- quality 
foods that are rich in nu tri ents,” says
Ra fael Flo res, an IFPRI re search fel low.

Load ing Nu tri ents into Foods
The big gest global mi cro nu tri ent suc cess 
story is proba bly the for ti fi ca tion of salt
with io dine. Io dine de fi ciency leads to
men tal im pair ment, even at mild lev els.
“If you did noth ing about io dine de fi -
ciency, many school chil dren would be
per form ing at a level close to men tal re -
tar da tion,” says Wer ner Schultink, sen ior 
ad viser on mi cro nu triuents at UNI CEF.
For tu nately, add ing io dine to salt is a
cheap pro cess, and 70 per cent of the
world’s popu la tion now con sumes
 iodized salt, ac cord ing to Schultink.

The ap peal of for ti fi ca tion is that it
does not re quire peo ple to change their
eat ing be hav ior. It does re quire, how -
ever, get ting nu tri ents into the foods
they al ready eat. Most Latin Ameri can
coun tries have man da tory for ti fi ca tion of 
flour, says Venkatesh Man nar, ex ecu -
tive di rec tor of the Mi cro nu tri ent Ini tia -
tive, which or gan izes and sup ports mi -
cro nu tri ent pro grams world wide. “The
ad van tage of wheat flour is that you can 
add sev eral nu tri ents, in clud ing vi ta min
D, B vi ta mins, fo lic acid, and iron. But
the choice of ve hi cle for for ti fi ca tion is
very lim ited in many coun tries.” A food
to be for ti fied must be avail able to and
con sumed by the en tire popu la tion, and 
it must be “for ti fi able.”

The great est mi cro nu tri ent de fi cien -
cies tend to be in South Asia, where
rice is a sta ple. “One prob lem is you
can’t cheaply for tify rice,” says Hor ton.
“You could coat the grain, but peo ple

wash rice. Or you can break down the
grain, for tify it, and re con sti tute it, but
this is 10 times more ex pen sive than
for ti fy ing wheat flour, and peo ple tend
to pick out the bro ken grains.”

“The other big is sue, equally im por -
tant,” Hor ton ex plains, “is that be cause
rice is proc essed in so many places, of -
ten by small proc ess ing plants, it is very 
dif fi cult to use as a for ti fi ca tion ve hi cle.”
Be cause of these dif fi cul ties, some
Asian coun tries are be gin ning to for tify
other lo cal sta ples, like soy sauce in
China, fish sauce in Viet Nam, and noo -
dles in Thai land.

The Mi cro nu tri ent Ini tia tive is lead ing
a proj ect to for tify salt with iron as well
as io dine. “It’s quite a chal lenge get ting
both iron and io dine in salt be cause
they com pete with each other,” says
Man nar. “Our so lu tion was to en cap su -
late each iron and io dine mole cule.”
The new double- fortified salt is about to
be tested in a few coun tries.

Vi ta min Pills for All?
A range of ef forts are un der way to for tify
foods, but why can’t aid agen cies sim ply
cir cum vent the dif fi cul ties of for ti fi ca tion
and dis trib ute mi cro nu tri ent sup ple ments 
to the peo ple who need them? In some
cases, that is what they are do ing. Sup -
ple men ta tion seems to work best for vi -
ta min A, which can be stored in the body 
for six months. This means that sup ple -
ments can be given just twice a year.

“Sup ple men ta tion used to be con sid -
ered a short- term so lu tion un til die tary
so lu tions kick in, but it now seems to be
a longer- term pros pect,” says Schultink.
This is be cause var ied di ets that in clude
a range of non sta ple foods de pend on
long- term in come in creases for the poor.
Moreover, re cent re search has shown
that vege ta ble sources of beta- carotene,
which is con verted to vi ta min A in the
body, are not as well ab sorbed by the
body as pre vi ously thought.

At cer tain stages of life, sup ple men ta -
tion may be the only way to get peo ple all 
the nu tri ents they really need, even peo -
ple who eat a var ied and nu tri tious diet.
This is par ticu larly true dur ing preg nancy, 
when both the mother and the fe tus have 
an enor mous de mand for a range of

 nutrients. “We still need to pro vide iron
sup ple ments dur ing preg nancy,” says
Stu art Gillespie, re search fel low at IFPRI. 
“It’s a fal lacy to think we can phase them
out. But by tar get ing sup ple ments to peo -
ple who need them the most, we can re -
duce the number of peo ple get ting
sup ple ments and re duce costs.”

Even if you can get the pills to the
peo ple who need them, in di vidu als will 
not al ways take them. “If you give
preg nant women iron and make sure
they take it every day, their iron status 
will be much bet ter,” says Man nar.
“But in the real world, there are is sues 
of com pli ance. Com mu ni ca tion is a
huge part of it.”

New Ways of Eat ing
Nu tri tion ists agree that part of the so lu -
tion to mi cro nu tri ent de fi cien cies is con -
vinc ing peo ple to make their di ets more
nu tri tious. So far, how ever, most at -
tempts to change peo ple’s eat ing be hav -
ior have been un suc cess ful. “It’s of ten
dif fi cult to make die tary changes us ing lo -
cal foods if you’re poor. You can’t af ford
a nu tri tious diet,” says Stoltzfus.

One proj ect designed to increase
vita min A con sump tion among the poor
in north east Thai land showed posi tive
results. The proj ect pro moted vita min
A-rich foods as some thing used by lov -
ing and car ing moth ers, focus ing on a
locally grown vege ta ble—ivy
gourd—rich in vita min A that peo ple
could cul ti vate them selves. “It’s not that
we were inter ested in pro mot ing only
one green vege ta ble,” says Sut ti lak
Smi tisiri of the Insti tute of Nutri tion,
Mahi dol Uni ver sity, Thai land. “We pro -
moted the ivy gourd as rep re sent ing
other green vege ta bles. And we chose
green vege ta bles not because they are
the best sources of vita min A but
because they are the most- available
sources for north east Thai land.”

Most proj ects seek ing to change
 diets, how ever, end with peo ple’s re -
turn ing to their old ways. “Die tary ap -
proaches have worked in only lim ited
set tings,” says Man nar of the Micro -
nutrient Ini tia tive. “They re quire lots of
in puts and edu ca tion. When they are

Fight ing Hid den Hunger
(con tin ued from page 1)

(con tin ued on page 6)
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Global Trade Alone Will Not End World Hun ger
Jac ques Di ouf

What ever agree ment emerges from the next round of mul ti lat eral trade ne go tia tions, one thing is clear: De vel op ing
coun tries must be al lowed to give pri or ity to their ag ri cul ture sec tors.

Few na tions have ex pe ri enced rapid
eco nomic growth and re duc tion of pov -
erty with out first de vel op ing do mes tic
ag ri cul ture. Eco nomic growth based
mainly on ex ports is not suf fi cient for
broad- based de vel op ment. Export- led
econo mies fre quently bene fit only a
small seg ment of the popu la tion, by -
pass ing the often- poor ma jor ity.

With 790 mil lion peo ple en dur ing
hun ger and mal nu tri tion in the de vel op -
ing coun tries, the UN Food and Ag ri cul -
ture Or gani za tion be lieves that elimi nat -
ing hun ger should be the world’s
over rid ing pri or ity. Fur ther lib er ali za tion
of the global trad ing re gime will not be
enough to pull the least de vel oped
coun tries out of pov erty.

The huge sub si dies and pro tec tion
that some high- income na tions dole out
to their farm sec tors re duce the chance
that farm ers in de vel op ing coun tries can 
“grow” their way out of pov erty and hun -
ger. Farm sub si dies and pro tec tion ism
dis tort world mar kets and dis cour age in -
vest ment in the ag ri cul ture sec tor of de -
vel op ing coun tries. In the ru ral ar eas
where most of the world’s poor and
hun gry live, sub si dies paid to farm ers in 
richer na tions are yet an other blow to
lo cal farm pro duc tion.

Just as trou bling is the pro nounced
drop in ex ter nal as sis tance to de vel op -
ing coun tries’ ag ri cul ture. There is lit tle
evi dence at this time that pri vate capi tal
will re place pub lic in vest ment in ag ri cul -
tural re search and ex ten sion, ir ri ga tion
and in fra struc ture.

The Uru guay Round agree ment on
ag ri cul ture granted the de vel op ing
coun tries “spe cial and dif fer en tial treat -
ment.” That treat ment should be made
more ef fec tive. De vel op ing coun tries
need to ne go ti ate greater ac cess to ex -
port mar kets. Such ac cess is one of the
most ef fec tive and sus tain able kinds of
eco nomic as sis tance.

Globali za tion can have im por tant
bene fits for de vel op ing coun tries, stimu -
lat ing pro duc tive en ter prises and en -
cour ag ing in vest ment and tech nol ogy
trans fer. But fur ther trade lib er ali za tion
must be care fully phased in. Im port re -
stric tions should not be re moved over -
night or do mes tic food se cu rity may be
harmed. At the same time, pro duce
needs to be im proved.

The FAO was man dated by the 1996
World Food Sum mit to as sist de vel op ing
coun tries to par tici pate in mul ti lat eral ag -
ri cul ture trade ne go tia tions as well-
 informed and equal part ners. Be cause
many de vel op ing coun tries do not have
enough tech ni cal and le gal spe cial ists,
the FAO is lead ing an um brella pro gram
for train ing, which ex plains World Trade
Or gani za tion agree ments and pre pares
spe cial ists to ana lyze is sues likely to
come up in fu ture ne go tia tions.

The pro gram shows spe cial ists how
to bene fit from the pro cess, how to mini -
mize ad verse ef fects, how to evalu ate
care fully pro pos als made by other ne -
go tia tors and how to de velop their own
ne go ti at ing po si tions.

To meet the need for tech ni cal as sis -
tance in low- income coun tries, the FAO
launched a pro gram for food se cu rity,
which fo cuses on sus tain able ex pan -
sion of ag ri cul tural pro duc tion and pro -
duc tiv ity. It is de signed to pro vide ade -
quate and nu tri tious food at the na tional 
and house hold lev els. It op er ates in
55 coun tries, fo cus ing on some of the
most vul ner able groups in so ci ety, par -
ticu larly women and the poor.

Trade globali za tion will not end hun -
ger and pov erty, but it has a criti cal role
to play. If de vel op ing coun tries are
given an equal op por tu nity with the
wealth ier coun tries to de velop ag ri cul -
ture and ex port farm goods, all will gain. 
The bene fits will be felt both in the
North and the South. As the number of

hun gry peo ple de creases and in comes
rise, de mand for goods from the wealth -
ier coun tries can be ex pected to rise.

It is the moral re spon si bil ity of the in -
ter na tional com mu nity to en sure that
globali za tion does not lead to an ever
wid en ing gap be tween the poor ma jor ity 
and the wealthy few. This would fur ther
in flame pas sions that al ready bring peo -
ple into the streets, dem on strat ing
against what many see as ma nipu la tion
of the world trad ing sys tem by a ca bal
of super- conglomerates and the gov ern -
ments that sup port them.

Jac ques Di ouf is director- general of the
Food and Ag ri cul ture Or gani za tion of
the United Na tions. This ar ti cle origi nally
ap peared in the In ter na tional Her ald
Trib une on Feb ru ary 18, 2000. n

New Pub li ca tions
To down load these or other 2020 Vi sion
pub li ca tions from IFPRI’s website, go to
www.cgiar.org/ifpri/2020/wel come.htm. 
To re ceive an nounce ments about new
IFPRI pub li ca tions, sub scribe to the
NEWatIFPRI list serv at  www.cgiar.org/
ifpri/new/NEWatIFPRI.htm.

• 2020 Vi sion Dis cus sion Pa per 30,
Over com ing Child Mal nu tri tion in De -
veloping Coun tries: Past Achieve ments 
and Fu ture Choices, by Lisa C. Smith
and Law rence Had dad (53 pages).

• 2020 Vi sion Brief 64, Over com ing
Child Mal nu tri tion in De vel op ing
Coun tries: Past Achieve ments and
Fu ture Choices, by Lisa C. Smith and 
Law rence Had dad (2 pages).

• 2020 Vi sion Brief 65, Com bin ing In -
ter nal and Ex ter nal In puts for Sus tain -
able In ten si fi ca tion, by Ruerd Ru ben
and David R. Lee (2 pages). n
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scaled up, they rarely work, so they
tend not to be sus tain able.”

Put ting the Nu tri ents
in Sta ple Crops
One new strat egy for sup ply ing mi cro -
nu tri ents to the poor in de vel op ing
coun tries in volves mak ing the sta ple
foods they eat more nu tri tious by us ing
con ven tional plant breed ing and bio -
tech nol ogy. This is po ten tially a low-
 cost, sus tain able strat egy: it would not
re quire peo ple to change their eat ing
hab its and would not im pose the re cur -
ring costs that ac com pany for ti fi ca tion
and sup ple ments. The great est po ten -
tial for im prov ing nu tri tion status on a
wide scale proba bly in volves rice, which 
is a sta ple for bil lions of peo ple in Asia.

How arth Bouis, an IFPRI sen ior re -
search fel low, leads a col labo ra tive ini tia -
tive among in ter na tional ag ri cul tural
re search and nu tri tion cen ters to breed for 
nu tri tion ally im proved sta ple food crops.
Be cause dif fer ent va rie ties of a crop can
have dif fer ent lev els of mi cro nu tri ents,
plant sci en tists can breed for this trait, he
ex plains. “Iron is in every rice en dosperm,
with lots of varia tion in lev els. Plant breed -
ers can take a high- iron rice and cross it
with a high- yielding plant,” says Bouis.

In fact, as part of this ini tia tive the In -
ter na tional Rice Re search In sti tute in
the Phil ip pines has iden ti fied an iron-
 and zinc- dense rice va ri ety that is also
high yield ing and dis ease re sis tant. One 
po ten tial ob sta cle to this ap proach is
that plant sources of iron usu ally con -
tain com pounds that im pede iron ab -
sorp tion by hu mans. “In a pi lot feed ing
trial at a Phil ip pine con vent, the iron
status of the sis ters im proved af ter eat -
ing this high- iron rice for four months,”
ac cord ing to Glenn Gre go rio, IR RI’s co -
or di na tor of the re search. A larger- scale 
trial with a con trol group is planned to
see if re sults can be con firmed.

For vi ta min A, a con ven tional plant
breed ing ap proach is out of the ques tion,
be cause there is no known rice va ri ety
that con tains beta- carotene in the en -
dosperm (the milled rice grain). So re -

search ers at the Swiss Fed eral In sti tute of 
Tech nol ogy used ge netic en gi neer ing to
trans fer beta- carotene from an other spe -
cies into rice. In Janu ary 2000 they an -
nounced that they had cre ated a so- called 
golden rice, which con tains beta- carotene, 
by in sert ing two genes from the daf fo dil
and one gene from a bac te rium into the
ge netic ma te rial of a rice plant.

”The bene fit of hav ing the beta-caro tene
in the crop is that the de liv ery sys tem is
al ready there,” says Gary To en ni es sen of 
the Rock fel ler Foun da tion, which helped
fund the re search. “The cur rent gen era -
tion of im proved va rie ties is be ing grown
in ru ral ar eas not be ing reached by sup -
ple ments, for in stance.”

Al though golden rice con tains only
small amounts of beta- carotene, it is an
ex cit ing first step in the ef fort to make
sta ple crops more nu tri tious. Get ting
this va ri ety to farm ers will still re quire
put ting the beta- carotene into rice va rie -
ties pre ferred by farm ers and con sum -
ers, nu tri tional and biosafety stud ies,
and field tri als. Com mer cial adop tion of
golden rice is sev eral years away.

“We hope that our ex am ple will en -
cour age other sci en tists and grant ing
agen cies to fol low the golden rice case
with other traits and other crop plants
im por tant for food se cu rity in de vel op ing 
coun tries,” says Ingo Potrykus, who led
the Swiss re search team.

“Nutrient- dense sta ple crops could play 
a ma jor role in re duc ing mal nu tri tion, but
up to this point sub stan tial funds have not
been in vested in the strat egy,” says Bouis.

No Sin gle So lu tion
Iron, io dine, and vi ta min A are not the
only mi cro nu tri ents that need at ten tion 
in de vel op ing coun tries—they are just
the ones that nu tri tion ists know the
most about. But evi dence is grow ing
that other mi cro nu tri ent de fi cien cies
may be as se ri ous. Marie Ruel, a re -
search fel low at IFPRI, says, “We
have only re cently started to pay at -
ten tion to zinc de fi ciency, which has
symp toms just as se ri ous as those of
iron and vi ta min A de fi cien cies.”

No sin gle so lu tion is likely to solve
the mi cro nu tri ents prob lem. “The con -
sen sus among nu tri tion ists now,” says

Flo res, “is that we need to use a com bi -
na tion of ap proaches: for ti fi ca tion,
sup ple men ta tion, and food- based ap -
proaches, in clud ing plant breed ing. If
we wait for a food- based ap proach
alone to work, we will not solve the
prob lem. The mag ni tude of the prob lem
is so big that we can’t wait.”

In the end re duc ing pov erty may
have the great est im pact on peo ple’s
nu tri tion by giv ing them ac cess to a va -
ri ety of foods and mak ing it pos si ble for
de vel op ing coun tries to af ford for ti fi ca -
tion and sup ple men ta tion ef forts. In the
mean time re search ers are pur su ing
new ave nues to broaden the op tions for 
com bat ing this per sis tent prob lem. n

Re ported by Heidi Fritschel

All or part of the text of this ar ti cle may be re -
printed with out per mis sion but with ac knowl edg -
ment to IFPRI. Please send cop ies to IFPRI.

Photo credit: page 1, UNICEF/HQ96-0896/Kim
Clausen.

Fight ing Hid den Hunger
(con tin ued from page 4)

A 2020 Vi sion for Food, Ag ri cul ture, and 
the En vi ron ment is an ini tia tive of the
 International Food Pol icy Re search In -
sti tute (IFPRI) to iden tify so lu tions for
meet ing  future world food needs while
 reducing pov erty and pro tect ing the
 environment. NEWS & VIEWS, avail -
able in Eng lish, French, and Span ish,
seeks to stimu late dia logue and to in -
form read ers of the prog ress of the
2020 Vi sion ini tia tive. To of fer com -
ments for pub li ca tion in NEWS &
VIEWS or ob tain more in for ma tion
about the 2020  Vision and its pub li ca -
tions, con tact IFPRI at 2033 K Street,
N.W., Wash ing ton, D.C. 20006- 1002
U.S.A.; tele phone: 1- 202- 862- 5600;
fax: 1- 202- 467- 4439; email:
ifpri@cgiar.org; web: www.ifpri.org.
IFPRI re serves the right to ex cerpt and
edit NEWS & VIEWS sub mis sions.

The 2020 Vision ini tia tive grate fully
acknowl edges sup port dur ing 2000 from 
the fol low ing donors: CIDA, CTA,
DANIDA, Gov ern ment of Spain, the
Rocke fel ler Foun da tion, SIDA, and SDC.

IFPRI is a re search cen ter of the
Con sul ta tive Group on In ter na tional
Ag ri cul tural Re search (CGIAR)


