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The Hidden Food Crisis 
By Juergen Voegele, 
Director, Agriculture and Rural Development, 
The World Bank Group 
 
 

 
There is still massive food insecurity 
among the world's poor. While news of the 
food crisis has slipped from the world’s 
headlines, the FAO tells us that 1.02 
billion people are still chronically 
malnourished.  In Sub-Saharan Africa one 
in three people do not have enough to eat. 
In poor countries, a high percentage of 
people in abject poverty combined with 
higher volatility in food prices continue to 
pose especially tough challenges for food 
security---and food price volatility appears 
to be increasing. 
 
Yet, we know this is only part of the story. 
Recent food, economic and food crises 
have made us more aware of the link 
between security and development. Fragile 
states have poverty rates averaging 54 
percent, compared to 22 percent in low 
income countries, and they lag behind in 
meeting all of the Millennium 
Development Goals. We also know that 
when states break down or are overcome 
by conflict, the regional impact is great: 

refugees, warring groups, transnational 
criminal networks that traffic in drugs, 
arms and people, and the rapid spread of 
contagious diseases.  Responding to the 
global emergencies triggered by these 
phenomena requires a two-prong approach: 
Rapid Short-Term Action and Long-Term 
Sustainable Development Planning. 
 
In the short-term, the World Bank has 
implemented fast-track facilities for 
emergency response, such as the Global 
Food Crisis Response Program (GFRP). In 
April 2009, the ceiling on the $1.2 billion 
dollar GFRP, established a year ago, was 
raised to $2 billion. Over 80% of approved 
funds have been disbursed, and programs 
are ongoing in more than 30 countries. 
But, increased assistance by way of short-
term budget support, social protection, 
agricultural supply response, helping client 
countries better manage national food 
policies, including taxes and tariffs, and 
using innovative insurance products to 
help clients transfer risk of weather and 
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grain price shocks (as done in Malawi and 
Mongolia) is needed to continue to reach 
populations affected by the ongoing 
volatility. 
 
In addition to reducing risk and 
vulnerability, in the long-term, the 
forthcoming World Bank’s Agriculture 
Action Plan outlines our sustainable 
development vision: raising agricultural 
productivity, linking farmers to markets 
and strengthening value addition, 
facilitating rural non-farm income, and 
where necessary, exit from agriculture, and 
enhancing environmental services and 
sustainability.  This environmental focus is 
incredibly important. In a time when 
projected population and socio-economic 
growth will lead to doubling food demand 
by 2050, we must be sure that agriculture 
is a good steward of the environment--and 
on no issue is this clearer than climate 
change. 
 
At present, our greatest long-term food and 
human security challenge is climate 
change. To effectively address climate 
change, we must have a post-Kyoto 
agreement that includes agriculture. 
 
Current global warming projections tell us 
that we must redouble efforts to reduce 
greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions. We 
know that land use, including forestry, is 
responsible for almost 30 percent of 
human-made greenhouse gas (GHG) 
emissions. And we know improving land 
use practice is also a major part of the 
solution. Changed practices could cut 
agricultural GHG emissions by up to 70 
percent, and there is a groundswell of 
support for including a wider spectrum of 
agricultural landscape options within the 
UN Framework Convention on Climate 
Change (UNFCCC) agreements. 

 
Some countries have recognized this and 
are already working a climate focus into 
their agricultural policies. For example, the 
EU’s Common Agricultural Policy 
recognizes agriculture’s potential to be a 
part of the solution to climate change. 
 
The policy allows direct and climate 
positive investments, such as preventing 
forest fires, biogas production using 
organic waste, and training for farmers on 
how to reduce GHGs and adapt to climate 
change. 
 
If we capture this moment—and get it right 
from the start--we can improve the 
productivity and resilience of agricultural 
landscapes and increase food security at 
the same time that we reduce greenhouse 
gas emissions. 
 
But, it will require the dedication and 
innovation of all in the development 
community to spread the message of 
agriculture’s critical contribution to 
poverty reduction, economic growth, and 
environmental sustainability---including 
agriculture’s critical role in combating 
climate change—in both the short and long 
terms.  
 
We applaud the work of the Parliamentary 
Network on the World Bank in building 
the understanding of investment in 
agriculture across the network and 
promoting agriculture chapters, and we 
would be pleased to facilitate increased 
collaboration from both the Parliamentary 
Network and the NATO Parliamentary 
Assembly on timely agricultural issues 
from all sectors. 
 
The hidden food crisis remains, and we 
must stand ready to respond. 
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What’s new?  Ms. Marie-Rose Nguini Effa (Cameroun) and Mr. Alain  Destexhe 
(Belgium) have been appointed Vice-Chairs of the Pa rliamentary Network on the World 
Bank. They replace Ms. Monica Frassoni (Italy), who  left the European Parliament in 
Brussels, and Mr. Yunus Carim (South Africa), who h as been  appointed Deputy Minister 
for Cooperative Governance and Traditional Affairs .  


