


events. What appear to be isolated disasters are really symptoms of a systemic crisis.

For many undernourished populations, lack of access to suf cient food is a persistent, long-term
problem that results from enduring social inequities. Women and children comprise the majority
of the world’s chronically hungry people. Men usually eat rst; women and children eat smaller
amounts, and often are allotted the least nutritious food. When food is short, families are forced
either to eat less, or spend less on other essentials — like education and medicine.

In 1999, about 798 million people were considered undernourished. In 2000, 189 nations,
including the United States, pledged to cut the proportion of people suffering from hunger

in half by 2015, as part of the Millennium Development Goals. Today, despite those
pledges, there are almost a billion people worldwide who are undernourished. Hunger
and malnutrition are the number one risk to global health, killing more than AIDS,
malaria and tuberculosis combined.

Rising food prices and the global economy

The picture was already grim, even at the end of more than a decade of extraordinarily low food
prices and sustained global economic growth. From 1974 to 2005, world food prices fell by 75
percent in real terms. Since 2005, this trend has been completely reversed. By March of 2008,
global food prices were 75 percent higher than they had been in 2005. Through the rst half of
2008, rising food prices eroded the purchasing power of poor people, many of whom already spend
most of their income on food. This triggered a global surge in hunger. High prices also made it
more expensive to deliver international food aid to the hungry.

In the fall of 2008, the pattern changed again with the global nancial crisis. Since September,
commodity prices have dropped moderately, providing some relief to consumers. But at the same
time, unemployment in many countries has surged and remittances have plummeted. This is the
background to rapid shifts in patterns of poverty and food insecurity in places as diverse as Mexico,
Kyrgyzstan and China, and further evidence that reform is needed to address hunger before

it reaches crisis levels.

Productive Safety Nets Keep Communities Out of Crisis

Instead of rebuilding livelihoods, productive safety nets focus on preventing livelihoods from
being destroyed in the rst place. The principal targets of these programs are families that face
food insecurity, but have not yet had to resort to selling productive assets. Aid is delivered
early, before conditions become dire, and is comparatively small in relation to the amount

of aid needed after they've fallen into crisis. These programs also make important contributions
to long-term development.
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