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GQ8 ARE WE SERIOUS ABOUT ENDING
HUNGER?*

ABSTRACT

Efforts to end hunger in the world have not led to significant improvements. There has been
some progress but, apparently, global efforts to end hunger have not been serious. They could
not have been expected to lead to the achievement of that goal.

Many food policy analysts have shifted their attention to the issue of sustainability, with some
focusing on the ways in which agricultural production might be harmed as a result of climate
change. The sustainability of the world’s food system into the future is important, but it may be
drawing attention away from the hunger problem that is already very real for millions of people.
The sustainability and hunger issues should be addressed together.
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* George Kent, University of Hawaii, Deputy Editor of World Nutrition, is also its Curator of Good
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Talk about ending hunger in the world has been going on for decades, but it has not led to
significant improvements. As indicated in the chart below, currently around 800 million people
suffer from hunger (FAO, IFAD, UNICEF, WFP and WHO 2018, 3; also see Chauhan 2019;
FAO 2019, 6; Gunawardena 2019; Kripke 2019). Hunger—sometimes described as
undernutrition or food insecurity—refers primarily to the deficit in energy (calorie) intake. There
are other forms of malnutrition such as specific nutrient deficiencies and obesity (Branca et al.
2019; Global Nutrition Report 2019), but it is widely agreed that the primary indicator of hunger
is energy deficiency.

For most of us in the comfortable world, hunger is not very troubling. It affects others, not our
people. However, when we are told that climate change threatens the world’s food supply, it
grabs our attention. We begin to recognize that hunger could become a problem for our people as
well.

Many people in high-income countries think of the hunger problem as something that happens
far away, mainly in Africa and Asia. But it also happens close to home, as shown repeatedly by
the U.S. government’s regular survey of food security (USDA 2019). In high income countries,
reports about local hunger show up only rarely in the local press (Geraghty 2019).

FIGURE 1
THE NUMBER OF UNDERNOURISHED PEOPLE IN THE WORLD HAS BEEN ON THE RISE
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Source: FAO, IFAD, UNICEF, WFP and WHO. 2018. The State of Food Security and
Nutrition in the World 2018: Building Climate Resilience for Food Security and
Nutrition. Rome: FAO, page 3. http://www.fao.0rg/3/I19553EN/i9553en.pdf

The number of people who are hungry worldwide has been around 800 million for many years.
This is in sharp contrast to the progress on other fronts, such as the rapid reduction in child
mortality worldwide (Katz, et al. 2019).

NO SERIOUS PLANS TO END HUNGER

While here has been some progress in reducing hunger (Roser and Ritchie 2019), global efforts
to end hunger have not been serious, in the sense that they could not have been expected to
achieve that goal (Kent 1984; 2004; 2011a; 2011b: 167-168).

The problem is well illustrated by the major document on hunger to come out of the Millennium
Development Project. Its Strategic Approach for Halving Hunger was based on seven vague
recommendations (UN Millennium Project 2005: 59):

Forging a global partnership

Promoting good governance

Mainstreaming gender equality

Adopting a people-centered approach

Investing in science and technology

Vulnerability analysis—a tool for setting priorities

There was no substantial commitment of resources, no management group to control the process,
no realistic timeline, and no means for mid-course corrections on the way to the goal. There were
no contracts with agencies that would work toward achievement of the goal. It would not be
possible to build even a simple bridge across a river without a careful stepwise plan for the
building process. Hoping for a bridge or hoping for the end of hunger won’t work. Hope is not a
strategy.

The UN system offers little more than vague aspirations. In 2018, the UN’s General Assembly
adopted a resolution calling for action toward “a healthier world through better nutrition (UNGA
2018).” Only the United States and Libya opposed the resolution (Nestle 2019a). The aspirations
sounded good, but the document did not commit any country to do anything specific. The reason
for the preparation of this document is not clear.

In the same year, the FAO released its Policy Guidance Note 12 to help policymakers address the
food security and nutrition situation in their country (FAO 2018). It offered what they called a
stepwise approach with a policy focus on “nutrition sensitive” food systems:

Step 1. Conducting a situational analysis
Step 2. Mapping the policy landscape
Step 3. Analysing the policy framework
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Step 4. Bringing about policy change

It was not clear what would be done about countries in which policy makers showed little
interest in their food situation. It was not clear what would be done where the private sector is
likely to resist changes.

The Millennium Development Goals have been updated in the Sustainable Development Goals.
Again, there have been serious obstacles to their achievement, obstacles that could have been
foreseen (Deen 2019).

There are similar shortfalls in the work of nongovernmental agencies. The International Food
Policy Research Institute says:

IFPRI’s vision is a world free of hunger and malnutrition. Its mission is to provide
research-based policy solutions that sustainably reduce poverty and end hunger
and malnutrition (IFPRI 2019).

It supports a broad variety of projects on food issues. Some seem worthwhile. However, the
concern here is not with particular projects, but with how the projects fit together. Is IFPRI
actually “Accelerating the End of Hunger & Malnutrition,” as it claims, or is it simply doing
some good works here and there? Can IFPRI’s voyage be expected to reach the destination?
How is the way-finding being managed?

The Hunger Project is another nongovernmental organization that does excellent projects, but
they do not match up with its earlier high hopes for helping to bring about the actual end of
hunger (The Hunger Project 1985).

There is some accountability with regard to nutrition goals in the annual reports of the United
Nations System Standing Committee on Nutrition (UNSCN) to the United Nations Economic
and Social Council. They include descriptions of many activities, but few indications of
substantial achievement in ending hunger and other forms of malnutrition. The UNSCN
Coordinator “underlined the importance of systemic change and food-system transformation to
achieving Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 2 to eradicate hunger, as well as all of the other
SDGs,” but did not explain how that would happen (UNSCN 2019). The UNSCN website has a
permanent headline that says, “A world free from hunger and all forms of malnutrition is
attainable in this generation.” If it is to be meaningful, this claim should be linked to a specific
plan.

The top organization dealing with these issues in the United Nations system is the Committee on
World Food Security (CFS 2019). It reports on many different nutrition-related activities, but it
does not say much about the prospects or the means for achieving the goal of ending hunger.

Many of the flaws in large-scale global programs for dealing with hunger also appear in national
programs. Where the U.S. government sets up nice goals such as “Reduce household food
insecurity and in doing so reduce hunger,” Marion Nestle points out: “the process does not define
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how these goals are to be accomplished or who is responsible for accomplishing them (Nestle
2019b).” If the goals are not linked to a serious plan, what is the point of stating those goals?

Over the decades, the stated global goal of ending hunger was not achieved, repeatedly. Instead
of strengthening the effort, the response has been to reduce the aspirations (Hickel 2016; Kent
2010a; 2016: 102-106; Pogge 2004; Pogge 2016). That is a clear indicator of the lack of
seriousness.

THE ROLES OF THE FOOD INDUSTRY

The EAT-Lancet work was done in close collaboration with the World Business Council for
Sustainable Development. It focuses on increasing agricultural production for the growing world
population (WBCSD 2019). Apparently, their unquestioned premise is that the benefits of
strengthening industrial large-scale agriculture will somehow find their way to those who have
trouble obtaining enough good food.

The interests of the food industry were very clear in the WBCSD release to the news media at the
economic summit at Davos in 2017, headlined “25 Leading Global Companies Join Together to
Accelerate Transformational Change in Global Food (WBCSD 2017).” Their program was
“designed to accelerate transformational change in global food systems, to reach healthy,
enjoyable diets for all, that are produced responsibly within planetary boundaries.”

The industry focuses on the idea that more food will need to be produced for the growing
population. That is not the hunger problem. Hunger was mentioned as a one-line factoid in a box
on Background Information, but not discussed. The transformational change envisioned by the
business leaders was not one likely to be supported by people concerned about widespread and
persistent hunger in the world. Many food companies claim to be fighting world hunger, but
none are likely to support bold action if it threatens their returns to investors (Nestle 2019c).

The EAT-Lancet report was followed by a report from the Lancet Commission on Obesity. It
focused on the role of powerful commercial interests in food systems, and the need to control
them. They called for a new global treaty to limit the influence of Big Food. The Commission
voiced concern for hunger as well as for obesity, but did not propose specific goals or a strategy
for achieving them (The Lancet 2019a, 2019b, 2019c). As others have done in the past, they
listed a variety of helpful actions that could be taken by different agencies (The Lancet 2019a),
but did not say what would motivate the agencies to take those actions.

The EAT-Lancet Commission on Food, Planet, Health, says it is “delivering the first full
scientific review of what constitutes a healthy diet from a sustainable food system, and which
actions can support and speed up food system transformation (EAT 2019; EAT-Lancet 2019).” It
examines familiar questions: What is a healthy diet? What is a sustainable food system? What
are the trends shaping diets today? Can we achieve healthy diets from sustainable food systems?
How? What are the solutions and policies we can apply? Their approach has been severely
criticized (Barclay 2019; Pearson 2019; Steele 2019). It focuses on how people with many
options could make wiser choices of what to eat. It doesn’t address the plight of those who have
few options because they have little money. If the food industry is going to help end hunger in
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the world, it must find ways to help poor people provide for themselves. They could make a
good start by ensuring that everyone who works in the industry is well paid.

EAT-Lancet’s premise appears to be that showing people what selected experts think is the wiser
choice for their health or for the environment means they will choose it. That is simply not true.
It is especially untrue when the experts themselves are divided, as shown by the criticisms of the
EAT-Lancet project.

The Scaling Up Nutrition (SUN) program is another example of a Global Public-Private
Partnership GPPP) in which the food industry is integral to the approach, focusing on market and
technology-based solutions to nutrition problems and marginalizing right to food advocates (Lie
2019). SUN has been a top-down program, with little space for the voices of civic society:

While GPPPs are promoted as necessary and effective mechanisms to solve
development challenges, they reflect a shift in authority away from states in favor
of nonstate actors, raising issues about legitimacy. In global health, critics argue
that their proliferation has increased fragmentation and advanced the special
interests of powerful private actors, such as philanthropic foundations and
corporations, thereby undermining democratic governance and challenging the
authority of organizations like the UN. The increased agenda-setting power of
private actors has also shifted priorities away from addressing complex health
issues rooted in political and socioeconomic inequities, toward quick fixes and
market-based technological solutions. (Lie 2019: 278)

Leaders in the food industry speak of their interest in helping to solve the hunger problem, but it
centers on ways to increase food production, not on ways to alleviate poverty. They ignore the
fact that many farm laborers, small farmers and other workers in the food system’s factories and
restaurants are hungry.

The focus on primary production of food from farming and fishing ignores the huge role of food
processing. Only a fraction of the money spent on food goes to farms and even less to farm
workers. The FAO publishes little data and few reports on food factories. The NOVA project,
based at the University of Sao Paulo in Brazil, is drawing attention to the economic and health
impacts of ultra-processed foods (Monteiro et al. 2016; Monteiro et al. 2018).

SUSTAINABILITY
Back in 2010 I said:

The sustainability question is about how it will be possible to feed a much larger
global population over the long term. Hunger is about the fact that more than one
billion people do not get enough to eat even now, when the world has an abundant
food supply. The current hunger problem is not there because the world doesn’t
produce enough food, or because it is produced in ways that are not sustainable.
There is plenty of food. The problem is that more than a billion people are so poor



World Nutrition 2019;10(3):3-22

that they cannot afford the food that is out there. The food is available, but not
accessible to them. (Kent 2010b)

Many people interested in the hunger issue have been distracted by the sustainability issue. The
shift of attention toward sustainability is illustrated by the One Planet Network’s Sustainable
Food Systems Programme (One Planet 2018a). In a discussion of their draft document on the
topic (One Planet 2018b) I asked:

Why discuss sustainability as if it was the primary goal, the apex, the goal to
which other objectives should be subordinated? And why focus on “key
approaches, concepts and terms?” when the real underlying question is, how
should food systems be designed and improved? The core objective should be the
improvement of people’s lives, especially poor people. Concerns about
sustainability can be set aside while more serious work is done on designing the
food system that is required to address the global hunger problem with serious
diagnoses, commitments, and plans of action.

Surely much of the explanation for hunger’s breadth and persistence is related to
the dominant economic system. By its nature, it produces inequality (Kent 2000).
Much of the apparent production of wealth is really about the steady transmission
of the fruits of people's labor upward through the socio-economic hierarchy. As
we can see from the United Nations system’s annual reports on food security in
world and the flow of documents from the UN’s Committee on World Food
Security, the system turns a blind eye to the political economy of hunger. That is
not likely to be fixed if we are not willing to look at it. (Kent 2018a)

Later | added:

I see sustainability as just one item in the list of desirable qualities in many things.
When | buy a car, for example, 1 would like it to last a long time, but that is just
one consideration among many. Sustainability is important in food systems,
especially those that function well. However, | don’t see how it is a precondition
for global food security.

The concern raised here is that shifting the focus to sustainability seems to be
displacing attention to the need to make serious efforts to end hunger in the world.
I have yet to see a serious plan to end hunger, one that can realistically be
expected to succeed. | would like to see a more serious commitment to ending
hunger in the world. When we design a system that works well for everyone, we
can talk about how to sustain it. (Kent 2018a)

The shift of focus to sustainability is evident in the Ceres2030 initiative, described as a search for
“Sustainable Solutions to End Hunger.” They say:
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Ceres2030 will critically evaluate the agricultural interventions—the benefits, the
costs, the trade-offs—that can transform the lives and incomes of the world’s
poorest farmers in ways that preserve the environment. (Ceres2030 2019)

What does that mean in practical terms? Who will do this critical evaluation, based on what
criteria? What will be done with the findings? How will this work differ from agriculture-
promotion activities that have been underway for decades? And most importantly, what reason is
there to believe that this approach would make a substantial contribution to ending hunger? How
would it mesh with other initiatives that are undertaken under the Ceres2030 banner and
elsewhere?

The Ceres2030 brochure titled “Help us to build a global road map to end hunger” begins by
saying, “Agriculture is a powerful tool to end poverty. Still, in 2016, over 815 million people
went to bed hungry every night.” How are those two thoughts connected? In what way is
agriculture a powerful tool to end poverty?

Many people working on farms are trapped there for lack of alternative ways to make a decent
living. Whether as smallholders or laborers, their farm work provides them with nothing more
than bare life, with scant hope for a better future (Edkins 2000). The best remedy might be to get
them out of agriculture and into something that provides them and their children with better
opportunities. Agriculture as presently organized is highly exploitative, endlessly recreating
poverty. The dominant food system is itself a major cause of hunger in the world.

The brochure goes on to acknowledge that agriculture is responsible for a quarter of global
greenhouse gas emissions and other environmental harms. They then link up with the Sustainable
Development Goals:

Our work focuses on interventions that can improve smallholder livelihoods
through increased income or productivity while minimizing environmental
harm—the goals of SDG 2.3. and 2.4.

Improving smallholder livelihoods, perhaps by getting them into other means of earning a living,
is important, but where is the attention to the many hungry people who are not smallholders,
such as the urban poor? How much improvement are they aiming for, by when? How will the
increase in their incomes compare with those enjoyed by those who are already better off? How
much of the increases in their incomes will be siphoned away by their suppliers and by inflation?

The global food system is incredibly inefficient, especially if it is assessed in terms of its
production of public health rather than private wealth (Keller 2019). If the hunger problem is to
be solved, the entire global food system and the economic system in which it is embedded will
have to be redesigned.

Where is Ceres2030’s discussion of that challenge? If the authors believe that is utopian and
impossible, they should be honest and say so. To claim that a project is about ending hunger
while not actually believing in that possibility is misleading. If the project is only about reducing
hunger in a specific place, say that.
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The Barilla Center for Food & Nutrition, working together with The Economist Intelligence
Unit, developed a Food Sustainability Index to identify best practices for moving toward the
Sustainable Development Goals. The first page of their report says the recent rise in worldwide
hunger is due to factors such as conflict and climate change. The report does not discuss
economic forces that have kept the hunger level high even where there was little conflict and no
noticeable climate change. It says that in agriculture, the goal is to increase productivity (Barilla
Center 2018). How would that lead to achievement of Sustainable Development Goal 2, zero
hunger? Very often, increases in farm productivity leads to increased food supply for richer
people and only small increases in income for the farmers.

Another example from the recent wave of food studies centered on sustainability was provided
by the World Resources Institute (World Resources Institute 2018). It gives attention to the
hunger problem but does not offer a plan for getting to or close to the end of hunger.

The heavy emphasis on sustainability may be partly due to the fact that it can benefit industrial
agriculture and the industries that support it (Latham 2018). The orientation is based on the idea
of a trickle-down benefit. Supposedly, if a lot is done to benefit agriculture directly, that will
result in benefits for at least some of the poor.

Before it was acquired by Bayer in 2018, Monsanto presented itself as helping to end hunger in
the world. Bayer continues that practice, as demonstrated by its website at
https://www.cropscience.bayer.com/en/stories/2016/nutrition-and-food-security-food-trends-and-
global-hunger, where they say “there are still regions where there simply isn’t enough food to go
around.” They don’t take notice of the fact that many places with needy people use their land,
water, and other resources to produce food for less needy people elsewhere. For example, India
has been among the leading exporters of rice, wheat, and beef (actually buffalo) while at the
same time much of its population is seriously malnourished. Brazil, Mexico and other countries
have many poor people while exporting huge quantities of food. In the U.S. many states produce
food for other states and other countries while much of their local population remains poor and
malnourished.

For a time, concerns about sustainability centered on the issue of increasing demand resulting
from population growth. However, several agencies now say that population growth is likely to
be much slower and less problematic than expected (Ciluffo and Ruiz 2019; Loeffelholz 2019;
Pinsker 2019; The Economist 2019; Piper 2019). Why worry so much about possible population
growth in the distant future when we do so little to prevent hunger in this current world of
abundance?

The attention of environmentalists has now shifted to the threats linked to climate change.
Unquestionably, climate change threatens the world’s food system (Flavelle 2019; Hickel 2019;
IPCC 2019; Little 2019a; Little 2019b; McKie 2019). We should be cautious if concern about
sustainability draws attention away from the hunger problem. It is already very real for hundreds
of millions of people.
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No matter how population growth or climate change impact the global food system, there is little
reason to expect the benefits of high-technology food production to trickle-down to those who
are hungry. Hunger does not exist because there is not enough food in the world. There is plenty
of food, as anyone can see by visiting a few supermarkets, in poor countries as well as rich
countries. It is not difficult to produce food. However, it is difficult to get those who control the
productive resources to produce food for people with little money. If the food industry is going
to help end hunger in the world, it must find ways to help poor people provide for themselves.
They could make a good start by ensuring that everyone who works in the industry gets a decent
wage.

Eric Holt-Giménez, until recently the Executive Director of the Institute for Food and
Development Policy (Food First), recognizes that it is entirely possible to increase food
production for the world’s growing population, but if nothing is done to change the fundamentals
of the food system, it will still fail to end hunger (Holt-Giménez et al. 2012; Holt- Giménez
2018). Similarly, Timothy Wise makes it clear that the world already has all the means needed
for feeding everyone, but does not focus on that (Wise 2019).

Some analysts are so deeply committed to sustainability in relation to climate and material
resources, they overlook the ways in which the current global food system sustains hunger.
Pursuing sustainability is important, but so is ending hunger.

THE FOUNDATIONS OF HUNGER

In the U.S. the food industry has allied with anti-hunger workers by providing resources for food
charities, an arrangement that helps to ensure their silence on the fundamental causes of hunger
(Fisher 2019). There is little discussion of the root causes of hunger in the world. Many people
make overly simple assumptions that it is due to a worldwide shortage of food or due to rapid
population growth. Many environmentalists identify trends or disruptions that could lead to
hunger in the future, but do not discuss or explain the widespread hunger until now.

In my view there are three underlying reasons for the persistence of hunger in the world:

e Disjunction. Hunger and poverty persist largely because the people who have the
power to solve the problems are not the ones who have the problems.

e Compassion. On the whole, the people who have the power do not have much
compassion for the powerless and those who are suffering.

e Material interests. The powerful serve mainly the powerful, not the powerless,
because the powerless cannot do much for the benefit of the powerful. In many
cases the powerful exploit the powerless. (Kent 2016, 23)

The world already produces more than enough food for everyone but doesn’t deliver it to

everyone (Holt-Gimenez et al. 2012). Much more basic nutritious food could be produced by
using existing resources for that purpose, rather than for, say, flowers, and tobacco.

12
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Structurally, the global food system and many national food systems are based on having the
poor feed the rich, though few analysts say that out loud (Kent 1982). The process is more
bubble-up than trickle-down. The pattern is evident when we compare the income levels of
small-scale farmers, farm laborers, waiters, food factory workers, and grocery clerks with the
income levels of their customers and employers. Some people work in degrading slave-like
conditions (Ferdman 20i6; Robb 2016; Schlosser 2019). The food system is a major part of the
global economic system in which there is a large and widening gap between rich and poor
(Luhby 2019; Matthews 2019; Roser 2016).

Only in that sort of world is it possible for one fish to sell for more than three million dollars
(Denyer and Kashiwagi 2019). The people who caught that fish were not likely to get a taste of
it. The global fish trade demonstrates the poor-feed-the-rich pattern very clearly (Kent 1997;
Kent 2003; OHCHR 2019).

Some people might believe that the hunger problem can be solved through the development of
genetically modified food or other technology, but that would not help if the basic structure of
the food system remains the same. That technological approach brings to mind some very
peculiar approaches to dealing with the hunger problem. David Denkenberger and Joshua Pearce
argue it would be possible to feed everyone even after a nuclear winter or after an asteroid
blocked the sun for years (Denkenberger and Pearce 2014; Wiblin and Harris 2018). If it would
be so easy to feed everyone after such catastrophes, why don’t we do that now, before the
catastrophes?

There is little reason to believe technological innovations would end hunger in the world. People
who have money bid higher for the services of farmers than people who only have needs.
International trade, in particular, is all about searching the world for the highest bidder. In that
system, some of us can have strawberries and sashimi all year long, while needy people cannot
access adequate quantities of inexpensive staple foods.

Something should have been learned from the dashed hopes for ending world hunger with golden
rice (Dawe and Unnevehr 2007; GRAIN, MASIPAG, and Stop Golden Rice Network 2018).
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Some people hope for ending hunger through technological inventions such as genetic
modification and high technology industrial-style agriculture (Little 2019b), but little thought is
given to the need for social inventions.

An essay on climate change concluded:

There may come a time, sooner than any of us likes to think, when the systems of
industrial agriculture and global trade break down and homeless people
outnumber people with homes. At that point, traditional local farming and strong
communities will no longer just be liberal buzzwords. Kindness to neighbors and
respect for the land—nurturing healthy soil, wisely managing water, caring for
pollinators—will be essential in a crisis and in whatever society survives it. A
project like the Homeless Garden offers me the hope that the future, while
undoubtedly worse than the present, might also, in some ways, be better. Most of
all, though, it gives me hope for today. (Franzen 2019)

FINDING HOPE IN LOCAL CARING COMMUNITIES

There is little basis for hoping that kindness to neighbors and to the environment will emerge
more strongly after catastrophic climate change. Caring doesn’t just happen when and where it is
needed.

There is not enough caring at the global level. It is more likely to emerge at the community level.
There are many communities in which people care about one another, so no one goes hungry,
even if they have little money. Everyone who is hungry is poor, but not everyone who is poor is
hungry. Maybe the most plausible way to end hunger in the world, and also save the
environment, is to improve the ways in which people live together in local communities (Kent
2016; 2018b; 2019; O’Brien and Nisbett 2019). There is no reason to wait for catastrophic
climate change before doing that. Indeed, transforming how we live now might be the best way
to prevent that catastrophe.

Some analysts are beginning to realize that the sustainability and hunger issues should be
addressed together (Bryce 2019; Hasegawa et al. 2019). That has not worked well at the global
level. Perhaps it could be made to work at the community level. There should be way to facilitate
serious planning for and by local communities to end their hunger and protect their environments
at the same time.
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