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Population 

growth to 

2100, by 

region2018

The world population will reach 9.8 billion in 2050 
and 11.2 billion in 2100 Source: UN 2018



World 
hunger is 

on the rise 
again 

815 million 
are hungry 
(1 in 9 people)

Source: The State of Food Security and 

Nutrition in the World, 2017. Building 

resilience for peace and food security.



2018 Global Nutrition Report

Under 5 child stunting is declining - but not fast enough; however,
Child overweight is increasing (2000–17) 
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Most significant declines are in Asia and Latin America and the Caribbean



2018 Global Nutrition Report

Women anaemia and underweight rates have barely changed; Overweight & Obesity is on 
the rise

Global prevalence of anemia, overweight (including obesity) and underweight in women, 2000–
2016
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Obesity is 
rising 

everywhere

Source: The State of Food 

Security and Nutrition in the 

World, 2017. Building resilience 

for peace and food security.



Multiple burden of malnutrition

Combating malnutrition in all its forms is one of the greatest 
challenges that countries in the 21st century are facing

Under-nutrition Over-weight & obesity

• Stunting (low height for age)

• Wasting (low weight for height)

• Underweight (low weight for age)

• Micronutrient deficiencies or 

insufficiencies (a lack of essential 

vitamins and minerals)

• diet-related non-

communicable diseases (e.g. 

heart diseases, stroke, 

diabetes and cancers etc.).

Leading to…
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Six of the Top 11 risk factors driving the global burden of diseases 
are linked to diet

 Much of the world doesn’t eat high-quality diets and this is responsible for the 
largest burden of global ill health
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Healthy Diet, Nutrition and Food Systems
Healthy diets

Basis of sound nutrition: 
• growth, health maintenance and well-

being, in turn
• Depends on nutritive values of foods 

derived from agriculture, fisheries, 
forestry and the food systems

What is a food system?

• Low-quality diets - the common 
denominator for all forms of malnutrition

• Sustainable Food system (from farm to 
fork) has a huge potential to improve diets, 
food security & nutrition, protect natural 
resources, rural & urban livelihoods, and 
decent employment 

Note: food systems governs the safety, nutrition quality and  affordability of 
foods, & modulate nutrition & health outcomes of humans, as well as impacts on 
the planetary environment

It gather all the elements of :
People (food system actors – farmers, consumers, 

private sector, policy makers, etc.)

 Environment (socio-political, economic, and 
technological)

 Infrastructures 
 Institutions 
… and activities that related to:
 Production 
 Storage & processing
 Transportation
 Sales/marketing
Distribution
 Selection, preparation and food consumption
 Social-economic & environmental outcomes
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Source: UN High Level 
Panel of Experts Report 
on Food Systems and 
Nutrition 2017

Need for a ‘System Thinking’



Moving towards a Nutrition-sensitive Food Systems 

Unbalanced Diets Underpins all Forms of Malnutrition

Medical approaches (e.g., diet supplements) under the Health System only tackle acute and specific
nutrient deficiencies, but cannot resolve underlying problems of malnutrition linked to Food System
(i.e. food and diet quality, availability, access and consumer choice)
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Second International Conference on Nutrition (ICN-2)
19-21 November 2014, FAO Headquarters, Rome, Italy

 “The world's food system – with its reliance on 

industrialized production and globalized markets –

produces ample supplies, but creates some problems 

for public health. Part of the world has too little to 

eat, leaving millions vulnerable to death or disease 

caused by nutrient deficiencies. 

Another part overeats, with widespread obesity 

pushing life-expectancy figures backwards and 

pushing the costs of health care to astronomical 

heights.”
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• Mostly focus on satisfying energy needs of people

• Availability and accessibility to varied foods for healthy diets is a challenge to most food 
systems

• Ultra-processed foods (high in fat, sugars and salt) have increased rapidly and often 
replace healthy foods rich in micronutrients, resulting in excessive intake of energy, fats, 
sugars, and salt, and increased risks of micronutrient deficiencies.

• Food systems framework worldwide are undergoing rapid transformations. Drivers 
include agricultural industrialization, population growth and urbanization, climate 
change, globalization, and technological innovations. 

Source: Global Panel on Agriculture and Food Systems for Nutrition, 2016 14

The present agriculture & food systems are not nutrition-sensitive!



- Moving towards nutrition-sensitive agriculture & food systems:
a promising and sustainable way to address all forms of malnutrition

• A food system determines diet quality and consumer food choice

• supplies nutritious foods, from farm to fork to promote healthy diets

• A nutrition-sensitive food system: 

• Uses a food-based approach to ensure food production and food 
supplies are diversified and nutritious

Transforming Food Systems for Healthy Diets and 

Improved Nutrition

http://www.fao.org/home/en/
http://www.fao.org/home/en/


• Improving nutrition 
requires addressing all 
stages of Agri-food 
systems horizontally 
and vertically where 
foods come from, in 
order to make the food 
system nutrition-
sensitive

Source: Global Panel on Agriculture and Food Systems for Nutrition, 2016 16

Transforming Food Systems for Healthy Diets and Improved Nutrition



- Use a nutrition lens to examine food supply chains in the food system:

 Dissect and evaluate the entire food system to analyse problems

 Identify entry points to make food value chains more nutrition sensitive

 Create an enabling Food Environment for consumers’ healthier food choices. 

 Put food systems’ actors, incl. farmers, consumers, private sectors, regulators, etc.,  
in the driver-seat to shape the food system for healthy diets.

Ways to address the present food systems for better nutrition

http://www.fao.org/home/en/
http://www.fao.org/home/en/


 Agri-CULTURE’ has become agri-BUSINESS - focus on cash crop and staple foods for 
incomes (farmers) and profits (food companies). Consumers need nutritious foods.
 Limited crops diversification for nutritious foods production (limiting diet diversification for 

better diets) 

 Quality soils and irrigating water for growing food is important

 Better quality seeds are needed for nutritious foods and to sustain climate change 
impacts.

 Creating market demands for nutritious foods - incentive for farmers to grow 
nutritious foods that are profitable. 

- Farmers, food manufacturers and consumers (1)

Ways to address the present food systems for better nutrition



- Farmers, food manufacturers and consumers (2)

 Empower of women in the food systems. 
 Better education, health & nutritional status, income and decision-making power, and reducing 

physical workload  reduce childhood malnutrition in rural communities.

 Improve market access to nutritious foods in rural and urban areas
 Higher energy intakes and lower energy expenditure among urban dwellers incur a higher risk of 

overweight and obesity than rural dwellers

 Consumers create demand for nutritious foods - stimulates production and 
availability of nutritious foods. 

Ways to address the present food systems for better nutrition



- Policy makers, civil society & private sectors (1)

 Break the silos:- e.g. Health sector vs. food & agriculture sector. 

- Nutrition care to be shared between agriculture and health sectors.

 Nutrition-sensitive agri-food systems – should become one of the top priorities in 
any country’s investment plan. 

 Generate evidence on nutritional impacts through the food systems approach for 
scaling up actions. 
 Lancet series (2013): weak evidence mainly due to no nutrition target set for food systems policies and 

programmes,  and/or  poor choice of indicators for evaluation. More research on better project designs 
and SMART indicators to evaluate nutrition sensitive-agriculture on nutrition and health outcomes. 

 Need inputs, process and impact indicators for tracking success and nutrition impacts

 To reduce postharvest food losses (Agri-industry). Enable consumers to reduce 
food waste at retail and household levels.

Ways to address the present food systems for better nutrition



- Food systems: policy makers, civil society & private sectors (2)

 Policy and legislation to regulate food systems actors (e.g. food processing, food 
fortification, food pricing, and marketing strategies targeting consumers at all ages)

 Public private partnership to reshape the food systems  nutrition-enhancement 
for better nutrition.

 Assess effectiveness and impact – use appropriate indicators along the food systems 
to inform policy decision and planning purpose.

Ways to address the present food systems for better nutrition



Source: UN High Level Panel 
of Experts Report on Food 
Systems and Nutrition 2017

Role of Dietitians & Nutritionists in shaping the food systems for healthy diets



Policy space (some examples)

Food System area

Policy type

Current “quality” Potential modified “quantity” Potential “novel

Production Biodiversity, Biofortification More agricultural R&D on 
fruits & vegetables, pulses

Introduce nutrient 
productivity metrics

Storage, transport and 
trade

Trading standards for food 
composition for key foods

Redefining sanitary and phyto
sanitary standards to include 
diet quality

Invest in community based 
technology to preserve 
nutritious foods

Transformation Labeling; regulation of 
marketing; regulations on 
product formulating

Leveraged start up funds for 
SMEs that are engaged in 
value chains for healthier 
foods

Corporate tax rates that 
incentivize higher nutrition 
quality product lines

Retail and provisioning Public procurement in 
schools, hospital

Incentives to street vendors 
to use healthier ingredients

Premiums paid to wet 
market retailers if they 
meet above minimum food 
safety standards

Food environment Taxes on “bads”; voluntary 
codes on product 
placement

Food price subsidies on 
staples extended to pulses, 
fruits & vegetables

Tax incentives for “nutrition 
retail zones”
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What actions need to happen ?
CALL TO ACTION (most actions are context specific, but the following are universally applicable)

1. Focus food system policies on diet quality for infants and young children

2. Improve adolescent girl and adult women’s diet quality in all policy making

that shapes foods systems

3. Ensure that food-based dietary guidelines also guide policy decisions to

reshape food systems

4. Makes policies on product formulation, labelling, promotion and taxes a

priority

5. Break down barriers within governments and across other stakeholders for

dealing with the multi-sector problem

6. Institutionalize high quality diets through public sector purchasing power, eg.,

schools, elderly homes, hospitals, etc.

7. Refocus food & agriculture research investments globally to support healthy

diets and good nutrition 24



FAO’s Role in Nutrition and Food Systems

FAO Nutrition Strategy seeks to improve diets and raise levels of nutrition through a 
people-centered approach:
• Generating evidence,  data and guidelines on nutrition including food 

composition, nutrition assessment and food-based dietary guidelines, and human 
nutrient requirements

• Develop country capacity to monitor and evaluate nutrition, and implement 
agricultural policies and programmes that impact nutrition through a food 
systems approach

• Initiatives to reduce food loss and waste
• Enable countries to set nutrition standards through the Codex Alimentarius, and 

develop capacities on nutrition education
• Nutrition-sensitive value chains and market development, school food and 

nutrition, and social protection, etc. 



Conclusions:

26

We need a radical transformation of the food systems to nourish and not just feed a population 
of > 9 billion by 2050. 

 The challenge of the 21st century is to sustainably improve nutrition through implementation of 
coherent policies and coordinated actions across all concerned sectors, actors, and stakeholders 
and transforming and reforming sustainable and resilient food systems for healthy diets and 
improved nutrition.

 Countries and the global community have now placed nutrition firmly at the heart of the 
development agenda, recognizing that transformed food systems have a fundamental role to 
play in promoting healthy diets and ending all forms of malnutrition. 

 Dietitians and Nutritionists are key actors to play a crucial role in shaping the food systems for 
healthy diets and better nutrition.



Some FAO Nutrition related Resources and Tools

Nutrition-sensitive 
Agriculture & Food 
Systems

Nutrition and Social 
Protection 

Nutrition and Resilience Dietary Assessment - A 
Resource Guide

Minimum Dietary 
Diversity for Women –
Guide to Measurement



References for further reading:
• Lancet (2013). The New Lancet Series on Maternal & Child Nutrition: http://www.thelancet.com/series/maternal-and-child-nutrition

• FAO (2013) The State of Food & Agriculture: Food systems for better nutrition: http://www.fao.org/publications/sofa/2013/en/

• Sundaram JK, Rawal V & Clark MT (2015) Ending Malnutrition: From Commitment to Action. FAO: Rome: http://www.fao.org/policy-

support/resources/resources-details/en/c/422022/

• Global Panel (2016). Food systems and diets: facing the challenges of the 21st century. https://www.glopan.org/foresight

• FAO (2017). The state of food security and nutrition in the world

• FAO (2017). Strategic work of FAO to Help eliminate hunger and malnutrition.

• FAO (2017). Nutrition-sensitive Agriculture and Food systems: from concepts to practice. (e-learning courses: http://www.fao.org/nutrition/policies-

programmes/e-learning/en/) 

• HLPE (2017). Nutrition and food systems. A report by The High Level Panel of Experts on Food Security and Nutrition: http://www.fao.org/3/a-i7846e.pdf

• FAO/WHO (2018). Strengthening Nutrition Action – a resource guide for countries based on the policy recommendations of the 2nd International Conference 

on Nutrition (ICN2). FAO/WHO. Rome.

• Development Initiatives (2018). 2018 Global Nutrition Report: Shining a light to spur action on nutrition. Bristol, UK: Development Initiatives.

• Willett W et al. Food in the Anthropocene: the EAT–Lancet Commission on healthy diets from sustainable food systems. Lancet 2019; 393: 447–92.

• FAO Nutrition Website: http://www.fao.org/nutrition/en/

28

http://www.thelancet.com/series/maternal-and-child-nutrition
http://www.fao.org/publications/sofa/2013/en/
http://www.fao.org/policy-support/resources/resources-details/en/c/422022/
https://www.glopan.org/foresight
http://www.fao.org/nutrition/policies-programmes/e-learning/en/
http://www.fao.org/3/a-i7846e.pdf
http://www.fao.org/nutrition/en/


29


