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Recent experience has shown that 

as countries get richer, nutritional 

status does not necessarily improve. 

In a recent article in the journal The 

Lancet, IFPRI researchers and others 

explain that creating the right conditions for nutritional 

advances often requires political action. The feature ar-

ticle in this issue of Insights looks at how some develop-

ing countries and regions—Ghana, Peru, Thailand, and 

the state of Maharashtra, India—have made nutrition a 

political priority and how they’ve turned political com-

mitments into widespread changes on the ground. 

The rest of this issue of Insights describes other im-

portant IFPRI research, touching on many different ar-

eas related to food policy. As always, we welcome your 

thoughts and comments.

Shenggen Fan, Director General
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Legal Aid 
Can community paralegals help women exercise their land rights? 

Rights to land can be hard to come by 
when you’re a woman in the develop-

ing world. In Africa south of the Sahara, 
women make up nearly 50 percent of the 
agricultural workforce. But their hold 
on the land they farm is tenuous at best 
and nonexistent at worst. In 2012 IFPRI 
researchers launched a study with partners 
in Tanzania and Uganda to assess whether 
community-based legal aid programs are 
an effective way to help women obtain 
land rights.

Cultural Norms
In some cases, women lack rights to land 
in spite of laws that support their claims. 
Tanzania and Uganda, for example, 
passed national laws strengthening wom-
en’s land rights in the 1990s, but commu-
nities often fail to enforce them. “In our 
interviews,” says Lucy Billings, a Mickey 
Leland Hunger Fellow with IFPRI, “the 
most-cited impediment to women’s own-
ing land was patriarchal culture.”

Tanzanian and Ugandan women tradi-
tionally leave their birth homes and go to 
their husbands’ clans when they marry, 
notes Billings. But they are often unable 
to inherit land, because they’re seen as out-
siders or visitors both in their birth homes 

and in their marital homes. If a woman’s 
husband dies or she gets divorced, she may 
be chased from her home by members of 
her husband’s family who wish to reclaim 
the land. “A woman may be able to use 
family land,” says Billings, “but may never 
be an owner or have security of use.” 
Without secure land rights, women have 
trouble supporting themselves and feeding 
their children.

Bridging the Gap 
To help bridge the gap between the law 
and on-the-ground practices, nongov-
ernmental legal aid organizations, such 
as the Uganda Land Alliance and the 
Tanzania Women Lawyers Association, 
have trained local paralegals to educate 
rural communities about land rights. The 
paralegals also mediate conflicts and help 
victims who have been unjustly pushed off 
their land seek help from local tribunals. 

Paralegals, who provide these services 
on a volunteer basis, come from within 
the local communities. “That’s important 
because many of these conflicts are very 
personal, and people don’t feel comfort-
able airing their dirty laundry in front of 
strangers,” says Valerie Mueller, an IFPRI 
research fellow. “You need to find people 

who are accepted by village authorities so 
that those officials will buy into decisions.”

In the first phase of the project, research-
ers studied existing community-based le-
gal aid programs in Tanzania and Uganda. 
In the next phase of the project, a new 
community-based legal aid program will 
be launched in Tanzania’s Kagera region. 
Billings, Mueller, and others will evaluate 
women’s land rights and legal knowledge 
in the area before and after the program 
is established. “Although there are a lot 
of positive anecdotes, there’s almost no 
quantitative evidence about whether these 
programs actually work,” says Mueller. 
The researchers will also analyze chal-
lenges to scaling up such programs, which 
include providing paralegals with adequate 
training at a reasonable cost and minimiz-
ing the dropout rate. 

—Jennifer Weeks

TANZANIA
Patriarchial culture and traditions often impede 
full recognition of women’s legal rights to land.

GENDER

© 2007 S. Wallace/World Bank
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Pooling the Risk
New lessons on how countries can best join together to insure populations in case of disaster

When natural disasters strike, 
governments need to react quickly 

to protect people’s lives and livelihoods. 
Insurance helps, but insuring against natu-
ral disasters has its own risks. Too little 
insurance in a bad year, and a country’s 
economy and food security may suffer; too 
much insurance in a good year, and vital 
resources may be drawn away from more 
effective programs, eventually hurting 
long-term development. In a new IFPRI 
policy brief, Ruth Hill, until recently an 
IFPRI senior research fellow, and Daniel 
Clarke, senior disaster risk financing and 
insurance specialist at the World Bank, 
look at how risk pools can help countries 
band together to more effectively man-
age and insure against the risks posed by 
natural disasters. 

Preserving Livelihoods
Risk pools allow neighboring countries to 
coordinate with one another to insure their 

risks together, giving them both lower 
costs and increased protection. Member 
countries contribute to the pool and then 
receive payouts if an insured natural di-
saster occurs, while mutually agreed-upon 
rules provide transparent guidelines. “Risk 
pools provide a disciplined, organized way 
for countries to help themselves and one 
another,” says Hill. 

The policy brief Insuring Countries against 
Natural Disasters: Pool Rules looks specifi-
cally at the African Risk Capacity pool, a 
scheme that would insure against drought 
risk in Africa south of the Sahara. Un-
like other risk pools that protect physical 
assets and public infrastructure, such as 
pools that insure against earthquake and 
hurricane damage in the Caribbean and 
Pacific Islands, the African Risk Capac-
ity pool would have a different focus: 
people’s livelihoods. “This is really what 
Africa needs,” says Hill. “A drought won’t 
wipe out a road or a hospital, but it can 

destroy the livelihoods of a large portion of 
the population.” 

Setting the Rules
The brief presents key lessons—“pool 
rules”—gleaned from a cost-benefit analy-
sis of the African Risk Capacity pool. The 
lessons vary widely, from the need for a 
diversified pool of countries (“Don’t swim 
alone”) to the need to base payments on 
trustworthy information rather than poor 
data (“No littering in the pool”). 

The most important lesson, according to 
Hill, is that success begins and ends with 
the payout plan: “It doesn’t matter how 
well you organize your pool if there’s not a 
good system in place to disburse the funds. 
You have to make sure the money gets to 
the people who need it.” 

—Sara Gustafson

© 2011 H. New/Reuters

INSURANCE

KENYA 
Women and girls fetch water during the 2011 
drought in the Horn of Africa.
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Mapping the 
Big Picture  
Analyzing pathways of influence 
can illuminate policy processes 
and problems

In 2007, the threat of avian influenza 
provoked an international scare. The 

Ghanaian government as well as the 
international community feared that if the 
disease were to spread among humans, 
it could spur a public health crisis and 
devastate local economies. Ghana’s 
government had established a program to 
compensate farmers if their sick birds had 
to be killed, but was it adequate to avert a 
potential pandemic? 

As it happened, former IFPRI Postdoc-
toral Fellow Eva Schiffer had developed 
a tool, known as Net-Map, to explain 
influence, goals, and relationships among 
stakeholders involved in decisionmak-
ing processes. Created to study collec-
tive water management, Net-Map was 
now applied to Ghana’s disease-report-
ing arrangements. 

Using the tool, Schiffer and fellow IFPRI 
researchers pinpointed a skewed incen-
tive structure. Ghana had set up a system 
that compensated farmers for each sick 
bird that was reported, confirmed, and 
then culled by the government. Farm-
ers thus had strong motivation to report 
cases to officials immediately. Bird traders, 
however, were not compensated at all. For 
them, sick birds meant lost income—in-
centivizing them to quickly sell the birds 
to unknowing consumers in neighboring 
countries. This pattern would help spread 
avian influenza regionally and make 
tracking the disease a near impossibility. 
Through Net-Mapping, participants were 
able to uncover this procedural gap that 
carried the potential to ignite an epidemic.

Where Influence Lies
Net-Map works like this: researchers 
apply on-the-ground knowledge and 

higher-level research to identify and bring 
together key people involved in a decision-
making process. The researchers pose a 
set of precise questions to the group and, 
collaboratively, draw a network diagram, 
using paper, pens, sticky notes, and game 
pieces, such as checkers. The participants 
describe directional links between actors 
(funding, advice, conflict, and formal 
hierarchy), signified by arrows, as well as 
magnitudes of influence, represented by 
different-sized stacks of game pieces. 

Participants develop an understanding 
of their social system through debate: 
“Whatever people agree on in terms of 
who is powerful, that is where power lies,” 
says Schiffer, now at the World Bank 
Institute. After the group establishes link-
ages and influence, they collectively iden-
tify the end goals and motivations of the 
actors—for example, economic develop-
ment versus environmental preservation.

Because it’s low-tech and low-cost, Net-
Map is highly adaptable. “No matter 
where you come from, you can use it,” says 
Schiffer. “We used it with African women 
in a village even though we didn’t speak the 
same language and they couldn’t read or 

write.” IFPRI researchers recently applied 
the tool to study water management in 
Pakistan and the development of national 
fertilizer policies in Malawi and Nigeria. 

Pen and Paper
In a technology-driven world, why do 
pen and paper prevail over more sophis-
ticated means of social network analysis? 
Schiffer explained, “The tool is important 
because it engages participants. If you 
have something visual, you see the gaps 
in the big picture. The most important 
part of Net-Mapping is the discussion, the 
qualitative data—and that is facilitated by 
drawing together.” 

Net-Map’s comparative advantage lies 
in its ability to reveal what government 
documents and high-level papers don’t: 
informal relationships and actual chan-
nels of power. According to Noora-Lisa 
Aberman, an IFPRI senior program 
analyst who has used the tool in a number 
of studies, “Net-Map gets at the intan-
gibles of stakeholder engagement and 
policy impact.”

—Rebecca Harris Sullivan

SOCIAL NETWORK  
Net-Map is a low-tech way to represent power relationships.

POLICY RESEARCH
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Farm Bill Follies Is the 2013 US Farm Bill destined to wither on the vine?

US farm policies have long been con-
troversial internationally. Now even 

US lawmakers can’t seem to find common 
ground. Normally reconsidered every five 
years, the US farm bill has been hung up 
in the gridlock of Congress, and its fate 
remains uncertain.

Tangled Up in Food
Born in 1933, the first farm bill was 
designed to help struggling farmers and 
hungry Americans weather the Great 
Depression. The current incarnation of 
the farm bill passed by the US Senate, 
officially titled the Agriculture Reform, 
Food, and Jobs Act of 2013, is much more 
expansive (it covers a host of issues from 
subsidies and infrastructure to interna-
tional food aid, conservation, and food 
assistance for low-income Americans) and 
expensive (estimates put the cost of the bill 
at nearly US$100 billion annually). 

The farm bill manages to provoke both 
domestic and international uproar. Do-
mestically, the fight has centered largely 
on funding for the Supplemental Nutri-
tion Assistance Program (SNAP), which 
provides food assistance for low-income 
people, and the swap of one farm safety 
net program for another: US$5 billion 
in direct payments to farmers is to be 
replaced by higher support prices and an 
expansion of funding to add new risk-
based programs to existing crop insurance.

After blowing through a September 2012 
deadline, necessitating an extension of the 
2008 bill, Congress was expected to pass 
the measure by September 2013. In July, 
however, the US House of Representatives 
narrowly passed an agriculture-only ver-
sion of the farm bill, isolating SNAP from 
the legislation, angering Democrats in 
the US Senate, and all but guaranteeing a 
veto from the White House. In Septem-
ber, the House also passed a nutrition bill 
with substantial cuts to SNAP, which did 
little to resolve differences with the Sen-
ate. Beyond the uncertainty this imposes 
upon US farmers in the interim, an even 

greater threat looms if no bill is passed: 
The possibility of a reversion to the poli-
cies of the 1940s farm bill, which, among 
other concerns, could double US milk 
prices, says David Orden, IFPRI senior 
research fellow. 

Old Habits Die Hard
Internationally, the farm bill’s subsidies 
are a substantial point of contention. Price 
supports intended to encourage domestic 
production and buttress farmers in the 
United States, European Union (EU), 
and other wealthy countries can distort 
international markets, particularly when 
global food prices are low. In develop-
ing countries, these subsidies can result 
in reduced output, because local farmers 
cannot compete with the influx of cheap 
crops coming from abroad. Low prices 
that undercut the incentive to produce and 
sell crops locally carry real implications for 
food security.

The continuation of these distortionary 
subsidies doesn’t bode well for interna-
tional trade agreements either. “When 
the US and EU employ such safety nets, it 
reduces the incentive for other countries to 
come to the table to ease their own trade 
barriers,” says Orden. 

Across the pond, the EU neared the end 
of a multiyear reform process in June when 
it announced a political agreement on 
the Common Agriculture Policy (CAP). 
The new policy could still spell trouble 
for developing-country farmers, though. 
As Orden noted, “The EU has yet to kick 
their subsidy habit.” The new CAP calls 
for approximately €40 billion in direct 
payments to farmers annually for the next 
seven years. 

—Rebecca Harris Sullivan

MILK MONEY 
The impasse over US farm policy could cause US milk prices  
to double.

© 2013 iStockphoto

US POLICY

©
 2007 E. Schiffer
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Détente in the Dairy Sector? 
Small dairy producers and multinationals may be able to work together

Since the 1960s and 1970s, cooperatives 
have played the role of “white knight” 

in India’s dairy sector, freeing smallhold-
ers from the restrictions of the informal 
dairy market and improving the produc-
tivity, market access, and livelihoods of 
rural dairy farmers. Large multinational 
corporations such as Nestlé, on the other 
hand, are often seen as villains. But how 
accurate is this story of good versus evil?

Little Evidence
The role of multinational corporations in 
developing-country agriculture has long 
been controversial. Supporters argue that 
foreign direct investment by multination-
als helps create job opportunities and 
economic growth for poor populations, 
while critics claim that these corporations 
do more harm than good by exploiting de-
veloping countries’ low wages and lenient 
labor and environmental laws and then 
absconding with all the profits. Despite 
all of the noise surrounding the presence 
of multinationals in developing coun-
tries, however, IFPRI Senior Research 
Fellow Bart Minten points out that “the 
debate suffers from lack of evidence, as 
few people have actually gone out there to 
measure multinationals’ impact.” 

A recent study conducted by research-
ers from IFPRI, Research Foundation 
Flanders (FWO), and the University of 
Leuven examines the role of Nestlé, one 
of the world’s largest multinational dairy 
corporations, in the dairy market in India’s 
Punjab. Nestlé has long come under wide 
attack for its approach to marketing infant 
formula, but Oxfam’s “Behind the Brands” 
Scorecard rates the company fairly highly 
in terms of its impacts on workers and 
farmers in the developing world. In this 
latest study, researchers compared Nestlé’s 
impact on small milk suppliers with the 
impact of both local dairy cooperatives 
and the informal dairy sector. 

Technological Trailblazer
According to results published in the 
Journal of Agricultural Economics, farmers 
reap more benefits from supplying formal 
channels (both cooperatives and multina-
tionals) than from supplying the informal 
sector. However, the farmers supplying 
Nestlé were actually more efficient, and 
just as profitable, as those supplying the 
cooperatives. Furthermore, the multi-
national channel did not exclude small 
farmers, as critics have often suggested. In 
other words, says Anneleen Vandeplas of 
the University of Leuven, “The hostility 
toward foreign direct investment in food 
and agricultural markets, which has been 
quite strong in India until very recently, is 
not always legitimate.”

Another important finding, says Minten, 
is Nestlé’s role as a technological trailblaz-
er. “Nestlé plays a leading role in bringing 
innovation to the dairy sector—and the 
cooperative sector often copies these inno-
vations. There are important technological 
spillovers for the dairy sector as a whole 
due to the presence of multinationals.” 

The study has important implications, 
both for India and for other countries 
looking to transform their agricultural 
markets. Says Vandeplas, “Rather than 
focusing on one development model alone, 
policymakers should keep an open mind 
and investigate how different types of 
partners can interact with each other to 
reach the most favorable outcome for all 
actors involved, particularly the weakest.”

—Sara Gustafson

©
 2010 S. M

ann/ILRI

INDIA

INDIA
Small dairy producers could benefit from technologies 
provided by large multinationals.
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On Tap Privatizing water services can improve access to safe water

Unsafe water takes a huge toll on 
people in the developing world. 

Where clean water for drinking, cooking 
and cleaning, and basic hygiene is rare, 
it’s all too easy to catch life-threatening 
diarrhea from contaminated water. People 
need clean water to stay healthy, but who 
should provide it?

In some places, private providers may help 
increase access to safe, improved water and 
sanitation services, says Katrina Kosec, an 
IFPRI research fellow who wrote a discus-
sion paper on the topic. Whether the 
private sector should be allowed to provide 
such basic services is controversial. But 
when Kosec drilled down into health and 
water management data from 39 African 
countries, she found that privatizing urban 
water supplies led to a 30 percentage point 
increase in access to piped water—a 42 
percent increase over the average rate 
of access.

Fewer Cases of Diarrhea
Privatizing water services had an impor-
tant ripple effect: It reduced the share 
of urban children under five who had 
diarrhea in the previous two weeks from 

about 20 percent to 14 percent—a decline 
of about a third. Privatization improved 
health the most for children from the 
poorest households. “What was most 
striking,” says Kosec, “was the sheer mag-
nitude of these effects.” 

Bringing in private firms to manage 
water helps improve access to water by 
expanding the use of piped water, which 
lowers the prevalence of diarrhea, Kosec 
concluded. Other research has shown that 
people with piped water have higher-
quality water at the source, use more 
water, and are less likely to store water in 
containers—all practices that reduce the 
risk of diarrhea. Improved access might 
mean that someone who once had to draw 
water from a well that contained excreta, 
bugs, and other contaminants and lug it 
home can now get quick access to piped 
water by just turning on the tap at home or 
visiting a nearby public standpipe.  

A Viable Option
The effect of privatizing water services 
varies by setting. It’s likely that the size 
of the effect depends on the political and 
institutional climates where the priva-
tization takes place. Where governance 
is strong, privatizing may not improve 
access to water. But if health problems are 
rampant, the public water sector is failing, 
and the government lacks money to invest 
in water services, privatization may be a 
viable option. 

But can dysfunctional governments pick 
good water companies? Kosec is cautiously 
optimistic. As soon as there’s competitive 
bidding for contracts, rather than sole 
sourcing, a firm’s ability to offer kickbacks 
to the government shrinks. “The hope,” 
says Kosec, “is that competition among 
firms to win a water contract will lead the 
winner to provide abundant, clean water.”

—Sandra Yin

BUYING THE BASICS 
In some cases, privatizing water 
supplies offers health benefits for 
children.  

© 2013 iStockphotos; 2013 Shutterstock

WATER
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Talking with Morten Jerven
Morten Jerven is the author of the recent book Poor Numbers: How We Are 
Misled by African Development Statistics and What to Do about It. He is an 
economic historian at Simon Fraser University in Vancouver, Canada. 

What’s the premise of your book, 
Poor Numbers?

The book is a first-ever study of how 
African economies have been mea-
sured throughout history. I look at the 
information used to measure GDP per 
capita, including the data sources, the 
available data, and the methods used. 
And the book explains that there is a big 
knowledge problem: we know much less 
than we’d like to think about African 
economic development, based on the 
published numbers.

How did you get interested in 
this question?

I was preparing to do my PhD in eco-
nomic history, and I was interested in 
the relationship between policy change 
and economic performance—changes in 
economic growth, for instance, before and 
after the structural adjustment programs 
of the 1980s and 1990s. I started look-
ing at this for Tanzania, among other 
countries, and I could not make sense of 
the data. Different sources quoted very 
different growth rates, and the data did 
not match up with what I knew happened 
on the ground during that time. So, I was 
increasingly concerned that the numbers 
were painting a different picture from 
reality. I wanted to know: How do these 
international databases come up with their 
numbers? And how is GDP constructed 
for African economies? 

So how is GDP constructed in 
these countries?

In theory, GDP is an expression of all value-
added activities, or rather the production 
and/or consumption of all goods and 
services in one territory in one given year. 
You can get this number in one of three 
ways: the income approach, the expendi-
ture approach, or the production approach. 
The income approach means adding up all 
wages, profits, and rents in the economy. 
The expenditure approach is consumption, 
plus investment, plus government, plus or 
minus exports and imports. Finally, you 
can add up the production of all goods and 
services by sector. That means you start 
in the agricultural sector, then move to 
manufacturing, mining, construction, all 
kinds of services, government, etc. That’s 
the production approach.

In practice, however, there is not enough 
information on private consumption on 
an annual basis to use the expenditure 
approach. And you do not have wage and 
profit information on this many small- and 
medium-scale operators for the income 
approach. So African statistical offices use 
the production approach. They go down 
the industrial classifications and say, “OK, 
for agriculture, we have some information 
on exports, but less on food. For manufac-
turing, we have information on some big 
operators, but we lack information on the 
small operators.” And so forth. 

For the service sectors, there is very little 
information—there used to be more when 
the states were more involved in licens-
ing and transport and wholesaling and so 
forth. So for some parts of the economy 
they have actual data, and for other parts 
they have to guess at it. 

It’s important to know that there are parts 
of the economy that are recorded and 
parts of the economy that are unrecorded. 
And there is this gray area in the middle 
where guesses are used to try to arrive at a 
reasonable total.

Why have we gone along for decades now 
relying upon seemingly faulty data?

It’s useful to think about this as a knowl-
edge problem and a governance problem. 
The knowledge problem is that we know 
less than we thought we did. But then 
there is the governance imperative—you 
need the data to make decisions. And of-
ten the governance imperative—the need 
for data—trumps the knowledge problem.

There is a longer trend as well. In the 
1960s and 1970s, we knew less about pov-
erty and households, but we knew more 
about economic growth and industry, 
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labor, and services. But in the 1980s and 
1990s, national statistical offices were get-
ting fewer funds and less access to data, and 
therefore increasingly producing worse [eco-
nomic] numbers. States disengaged a little 
bit from the importance of statistics and 
gave less priority to the statistical offices. 
Therefore, the production of these statistics 
went more into the hands of international 
organizations. It’s only recently that coun-
tries like Nigeria and Ghana have turned 
around and said, hey, what are our GDP 
statistics based on, we’re probably much 
richer than we think. States in Africa again 
care about economic growth, and they have 
put the numbers back on the agenda.

Ghana has already recalculated its GDP, 
and Nigeria is expected to do so. Is it 
reasonable to think that some countries in 
Africa are actually richer than their cur-
rent GDP suggests?

It is for quite a few of the economies. Ghana 
hadn’t had a reasonable picture of its econ-
omy taken since 1993. They made a new 
up-to-date picture of the economy in 2010, 
and they found out that they were almost 
twice as rich as they thought they were. 

To understand how a GDP revision can 
cause such a radical change, it’s important 
to understand what a base year is. A base 
year is the year the statistical office chooses 
as a starting year for its GDP series. Usually 
a base year is picked when the statistical 
office has more information on the economy 
than is normally available, such as data 
from a household, agricultural, or industrial 
survey. The information from these surveys 
is added to other administrative data to 
form a new GDP estimate. This total is then 
weighted by sector.

Sectors that were important in the base year 
will continue to appear important despite 
structural changes that may occur, while 

sectors that were unimportant or nonex-
istent will barely have an impact on GDP. 
When the base year is out of date, the GDP 
series becomes unreliable. The IMF recom-
mends changing the base year every fifth 
year. In the case of Ghana, their previous 
base year was 1993. Obviously, the structure 
of the economy had changed radically since 
then. It turned out that since 1993 almost 
half of the Ghanaian economy had gone 
missing from the official count.

There are many other economies with base 
years that are really out of date. This means 
quite a few economies are probably richer 
than we think.

But this does not mean they are necessarily 
growing faster than we think. The knowl-
edge problem is doubly biased. We know 
less about those economies that are poorer 
because they have more trouble getting an 
accurate measure of their economy. And 
[within economies] there is less informa-
tion about the poorer population. We 
know more about the modern sector, we 
know more about imports and exports, but 
we know less about the small-scale and 
medium-scale sectors, we know less about 
what we call the informal economy, which 
by definition is unrecorded.

So my main message is that, yes, some of 
the economies today are probably much 
richer than we think, but economic growth 
today is biased toward picking up mod-
ern economic growth, external economic 
growth, while we know very little about 
how that relates to actual living standards 
for the average citizen.

It’s been suggested—in response to your 
book—that this problem of economic 
statistics is not necessarily a significant 
constraint on development and perhaps 
isn’t a priority. Why is it important to ad-
dress this?

I think it’s hugely important. Of course I 
understand that GDP or economic growth 
is not all [we should be] interested in. 
There are many reasons why we should 
think about human rights, infant mortal-
ity, literacy. But the central banks cannot 
set their exchange rates, or make decisions 
on interest rates, based on infant mortality. 
You need to have some kind of information 
about what the economy is doing in order to 
make these decisions. 

Moreover, it’s important to think about 
the national statistical office—GDP is just 
an analytical angle to figure out what the 
statistical office is able to do. The GDP is 
an appropriate way of looking at how much 
the state knows about itself. These statistical 
offices are unable to give the central bank 
information about how much cement was 
produced last year. We do not have labor 
statistics, although presidents are being 
elected or not elected on the basis of prom-
ising unemployment reduction and so forth. 
I don’t think the national statistical office is 
only supposed to measure GDP—I think 
GDP is a good way of showing that a very 
important statistic is seriously in disarray. 

We have been on a development path 
where we have gotten more information on 
social and health indicators, which is good 
news. The bad news is that other kinds of 
information have not been available. If it’s 
true that Africa is rising now, a lot of invest-
ment banks and multinational companies 
would like to have some data to make their 
investment plans and so forth. I think it’s 
time for people in these countries to reassert 
themselves and say, OK, what are the data 
we need for our own development? And 
that means we need a rethink about what 
kind of information we are producing about 
development in Africa.

—Ian Johnson

Data source: International Monetary Fund, Sub-Saharan Africa: Building Momentum in a Multi-Speed World (Washington, DC, 2013), http://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/reo/2013/afr/eng/sreo0513.pdf. 
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Each year, a net 2 million people 
leave Africa south of the Sahara 
for other parts of the world. This 

annual exodus includes as many as 
23,000 university graduates and 50,000 
executives, whose departure contributes 
to the “brain drain” from the region. Many 
others, however, are lower-skilled people 
simply responding to the presence of 
conflicts and other pressures at home, as 
well as opportunities abroad. 

Until recently, attention has focused on 
the negative effects of the brain drain 
on African countries and on the positive 
effects of the remittances that migrants 
send home to their families. But a recent 
compilation of research on migration 
produced by researchers at IFPRI’s West 
and Central Africa Office shows that 
the effects of migration on economic 
development in migrants’ home countries 

can be more complicated. “The pieces in 
this compilation look at the factors that 
determine patterns of migration and what 
happens in the source communities,” says 
Ousmane Badiane, IFPRI’s Africa director.

Send Money
When African migrants send remittances 
back to their home villages and rural 
areas, the money can help rural house-
holds invest in productive assets such 
as cattle, which can help them diversify 
their portfolio of activities. If remittances 
lead to increased overall spending by 
those households, they can also stimu-
late the local economy. 

Remittances can have downsides, 
though. The flow of money may decrease 
recipients’ incentives to work. In some 
cases, the inflow of cash and outflow of 
labor can lead to a phenomenon known 

as the “Dutch disease,” in which the value 
and production of certain goods in a 
country become distorted in ways that 
are harmful to future growth. 

Migration can also have a high oppor-
tunity cost. Migrants often are young 
men, and the loss of their labor can hit 
rural farming communities hard. When 
one family member leaves to work 
elsewhere, the result is usually one fewer 
able-bodied person to work in the fields. 
IFPRI Research Fellow Fleur Wouterse has 
conducted research on villages in the 
Plateau-Central region of Burkina Faso 
with high rates of migration to Europe. 
“It’s not so much a brain drain, but the 
disappearance of those young people 
who can contribute to and innovate in 
agriculture,” she says. “Farming requires a 
certain degree of entrepreneurship, but 
those are the people who are attracted 

IS MIGRATION FROM AFRICA  
GOOD OR BAD FOR THE PLACES  
MIGRANTS LEAVE BEHIND? 

IAN JOHNSON
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by remunerative options abroad.” 

Path to Entrepreneurship
Migration is not always a one-way street, 
and if migrants return home, they may 
bring economic benefits with them. 
Wouterse has noticed an increase in self-
employment among migrants return-
ing to Senegal from abroad, as well as 
among domestic migrants moving from 
rural to urban areas. The rise in new busi-
nesses among returned migrants makes 
sense. People willing to migrate are risk 
takers. Migrants can accumulate capital 
abroad, and upon their return home, 
they can use it to fuel their entrepreneur-
ial ambitions. 

The businesses started by domestic 
and international migrants differ in one 
important way. Rural-to-urban migrants 
are more likely to be self-employed 

“in low-return activities requiring very 
little investment such as street vend-
ing,” Wouterse says. “Migrants coming 
back from international destinations are 
likely to generate more income from 
their self-employment activities.” This 
may be because international migrants 
tend to acquire more capital for a larger 
initial investment, and the larger amount 
invested upfront can lead to greater 
returns later. 

Harnessing Benefits
So, does migration aid development 
in Africa or hold it back? The answer 
differs from community to community, 
depending on the types of economic 
activity in the home community and 
on the main constraints to growth, 
productivity, and employment there, 
says Badiane. “Once you understand 

those,” he says, “if you want to maximize 
the contribution of migration, then you 
might be able to figure out entry points 
for programs and activities that can har-
ness the benefits of migration.” 

Africa’s 2 million net emigrants each year 
are dwarfed by the number of people 
leaving other regions, such as South Asia 
(more than 8 million) and Latin America 
and the Caribbean (about 5 million). (For 
more on this topic, see “In Numbers” on 
page 28.) In recent years, Africa south of 
the Sahara has enjoyed sustained eco-
nomic growth and a decrease in armed 
conflict—factors with a strong effect on 
migration rates—while economic stag-
nation in the West has reduced its appeal 
to potential migrants. If these trends 
continue, Africa may even turn into a 
migration destination. The “brain drain” 
may become a “brain gain.”
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Recently, scientists uncovered the inconvenient 
truth that drought in eastern Africa is likely here 

to stay. They placed the blame squarely on climate 
change—namely, on the linkage between the warming 
Indian Ocean and decreased rainfall over the Horn of 
Africa. Given the ubiquity of drought in the region, 
how can farmers cope? 

“Unexpected events and shocks are very prevalent in 
rural Ethiopia and really matter for household welfare 
today and into the future,” explains Ruth Hill, until 
recently a senior research fellow at IFPRI. “The main 
risk is drought. Households have a limited ability to 
manage it.” While various types of conventional agri-
cultural insurance exist, they have been poorly suited 
to smallholder farmers and too expensive for them. In 
their January 2013 research note, Insuring against the 
Weather, IFPRI researchers studied the best mecha-
nisms for providing index-based weather insurance to 
farmers in the Oromia region of Ethiopia.

NO CUSHION
In Ethiopia, more than 80 percent of the population 
is involved in the agricultural sector and 97 percent 
of small farms are rain fed. For these farmers, rainfall 
determines not just their seasonal harvest but the 
well-being of their families for years to come. When 

drought strikes, many smallholders lack enough cash 
or savings to absorb the shock. A crop failure can lead 
families to sell off productive assets such as livestock, 
entrenching them in a cycle of poverty. What’s more, 
without a cushion to cope with weather risks, small-
holders may be reluctant to make the productivity-
enhancing investments that can shift farms beyond 
mere subsistence. Ethiopia’s flagship social security 
concept, the Productive Safety Net Programme, 
has helped protect households from slipping into 
post-shock poverty. But what was lacking, until about 
five years ago, was an insurance product designed 
specifically to meet the needs of Ethiopia’s small-scale 
farmers. 

IFPRI’s approach to insuring these farmers married 
tradition with innovation, combining customary Ethio-
pian social structures with an index insurance scheme 
supported by a private sector insurance company 
(the Oromia Insurance Company) and a microfinance 
institution (Buusaa Gonofaa).

TRADITION MEETS INNOVATION
Ethiopian self-help groups known as iddirs began as 
informal burial societies to which heads of household 
paid monthly dues to help cover the cost of family 
funerals. In recent years they have evolved to provide 
a more diversified portfolio of support to members, 
serving as a way of saving for wedding, health, and 
home expenses as well as providing livestock insur-

ance. According to Hill, “The idea of equality 

SAVING FOR A SUNNY DAY
Can insurance help Ethiopian farmers survive 

the droughts that are likely to come?
REBECCA HARRIS SULLIVAN
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is in everything these groups do. Everyone pays the 
same amount and receives the same amount.” 

Building on this community-based risk-sharing 
approach, researchers conceptualized insurance 
products for selected villages in the Oromia region, to 
be provided through iddirs. They offered two index-
based weather insurance policies for each month of 
the May–September rainy season, based on historical 
rainfall data and paying out when rainfall fell short of 
a certain threshold. 

One reason index-based insurance schemes have 
enjoyed success with smallholders is that there is 
no need to file and corroborate individual claims. All 
farmers are compensated equally for a weather event 
(or lack thereof), lowering operating costs and the 
price the farmers must pay for the policy. Payouts are 
received much more 
rapidly than with tra-
ditional insurance, 
and the process is 
transparent because 
payout decisions 
are based on local-
ized weather data. 
Collaborating with 
trusted microfi-

nance institutions already working in rural areas, the 
project brought in urban area-based insurance com-
panies that would have otherwise found it too costly 
to serve these populations. “That model—a microfi-
nance institution plus an insurance company—seems 
to be the one that works,” explains Hill.

“WHAT ABOUT YOUR KIDS?”
Convincing farmers to adopt the concept was no easy 
task, however. Insurance can be a hard sell—by its 

very nature, it’s a roll of the dice. “These are poor 
people, and we are asking them to pay money ahead 
of time in the hope they will get it back someday if 
something bad happens. This needs a lot of trust,” 
says Hill. Some farmers initially wanted the product 
for free, recalls IFPRI Research Fellow Guush Berhane. 
“I dropped all my academic jargon,” he says. “I said, 
‘At some point you must walk on your own two feet. 
What about your kids? Should they continue waiting 
for emergency aid?’ So they said, ‘Yes, we have to do 
something now.’”  

There was another, even stronger argument though. 
Researchers discovered that “nothing sells insurance 
like insurance payouts.” The farmers who purchased 
insurance through the iddirs were likely to know of a 
household that had received a payout. The involve-
ment of the iddirs reduced the risk of purchasing 
insurance for individual households, built resiliency 
during periods of shock, and helped build trust around 
the concept of index insurance. 

Prospects for expanding the program are promising, 
too. “We could link the iddirs 

in the north and 

south so they can help each other. Imagine bringing 
them together to create a larger insurance company. 
Ethiopia is diverse, so that helps spread risk,” says 
Berhane. 

Perhaps the fundamental lesson lies in the founda-
tion of the project, which built upon existing roots 
and systems to better meet the needs of farmers. Hill 
explains, “It requires a lot of discussion with farmers 
first: crops, rain, what is good, what is bad? We didn’t 
design it first; we started with the farmers.” 

2004 20072006 2011
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Data source: EM-DAT: The OFDA/CRED International Disaster Database, Université Catholique de Louvain, Brussels, Belgium.
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There’s more to fighting malnutrition than just nutrition programs

A Bigger Toolbox

In the arsenal of tools for fighting malnutrition, some 
potentially valuable approaches are going unused. With 
more than 3 million children dying from malnutrition ev-

ery year, IFPRI researchers Marie Ruel and Harold Alderman 
argue that the fight against malnutrition needs to go beyond 
traditional nutrition interventions—such as vitamin and min-
eral supplements and promotion of breastfeeding—to include 
interventions that attack the roots of the problem. 

Nutrition-specific interventions are those that address nutri-
tion head on, basically by getting more nutrients to people 
and preventing diseases. In contrast, nutrition-sensitive 
interventions are designed to alter the conditions that give 
rise to malnutrition. Behind malnutrition is a whole range of 
factors—from poverty, to lack of education, to poor caregiving 
practices, to gender dynamics that give girls and women short 
shrift when it comes to allocating household resources. These 
underlying causes are where, according to Ruel and Alderman, 
more should be done to prevent malnutrition in women and 
young children. 

“We need to integrate nutrition interventions into programs 
that can improve the overall environment in which children 
grow and develop, such as agriculture, social safety nets, and 

education programs,” says Ruel, who directs IFPRI’s Poverty, 
Health, and Nutrition Division. Ruel and Alderman’s assessment 
of these nutrition-sensitive interventions appears in a recent is-
sue of The Lancet focused on maternal and child nutrition.

Enlisting Agriculture
Many poor countries with serious nutrition problems have 
large-scale agricultural programs that focus on increasing 
agricultural production, keeping food prices low, and raising 
farmers’ incomes. Theoretically, these types of programs should 
contribute to better nutrition for households and individuals by 
increasing food supplies and making food more affordable. But, 
says Ruel, “it’s not just about having more food. It’s about hav-
ing access to nutritious foods—in sufficient quantities and qual-
ity—and to a high-quality diet.” Agricultural programs could 
do more to improve nutrition if they explicitly included nutri-
tion goals and activities, say Ruel and Alderman. For instance, 
programs could encourage people to grow fruits and vegetables 
in their home gardens, promote women’s empowerment in agri-
culture, and identify points along the agricultural supply chain 
where the nutritional value of food could be enhanced.

According to Alderman, among the most effective nutrition-
sensitive interventions in agriculture are the ones that help 

Don Lippincott
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people eat a more diverse diet. One proven success has been 
biofortification of staple foods—that is, breeding nutrients 
such as iron, zinc, and vitamin A into maize, wheat, cassava, 
sweet potato, and other crops.  

Educating Future Mothers
Education can also incorporate nutrition-sensitive interven-
tions. According to Ruel and Alderman, the biggest bang 
for the buck may come from reaching out to adolescent girls 
before they become pregnant. In poor countries, expectant 
mothers often don’t appear at health clinics until they’re about 
five months pregnant. By then, the chances of maximizing 
critical prenatal nutrition are considerably narrowed. 

It’s also critical to educate mothers on becoming nutrition-sensi-
tive caregivers. A child’s first thousand days from conception to 
age two are critical, and a child who does not get adequate food, 
care, psychosocial stimulation, and health services to prevent 
and treat illnesses during this period may suffer lifelong physical, 
cognitive, and psychological deficits. “Combining nutrition-
interventions with early childhood education programs could 
really close the cognitive gaps we see,” says Alderman.

Supporting mothers also means finding the right incentives 
to keep girls in school and teaching them about their future 
parenting roles. Studies have shown that higher levels of paren-
tal schooling correspond strongly with better child nutrition. 
“We should be much more aggressive about getting schools to 
develop nutrition education curricula, especially for adolescent 
girls,” says Ruel. Increased schooling may also help delay preg-

nancies and reduce the health risks associated with adolescent 
pregnancies for both mother and child. 

Weaving a Safety Net
Social safety nets—which currently provide cash or food 
transfers to about a billion poor people and victims of natural 
disasters and human-caused shocks—offer another avenue for 
improving nutrition. These programs include food transfers 
such as school feeding programs, emergency feeding programs, 
and conditional cash transfers, which require households to 
invest in the health, education, and nutrition of their children 
in order to be eligible for program benefits. Evidence on the 
effects of these programs on the nutritional status of children 
from beneficiary families is scarce and mixed. Weaknesses 
in implementation of the nutrition interventions linked to 
these programs and poor quality of health services are likely 
the reason these programs have not had the expected impact 
on nutrition. Ruel and Alderman conclude from their review 
that safety nets’ potential for enhancing nutrition has yet to be 
unleashed, but new and improved nutrition-sensitive safety net 
programs are being tested.

Overall, says Ruel, the potential for nutrition-sensitive 
development programs to make a difference is enormous.  
Agricultural, education, and safety-net programs already touch 
the lives of so many poor and malnourished people around 
the world. Integrating nutrition into those programs, as well 
as strengthening nutrition-specific programs, could make a 
dramatic difference to the lives of billions.
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Nearly one-fourth of all land mass in the world 
is degraded. Once fertile land is now less 
productive. Water sources have dried up. And 

overgrazing, deforestation, and soil erosion have left lands 
depleted and starved for nutrients. 

The problem of land degradation is especially severe in 
Africa south of the equator, a region that’s home to 13 
percent of the degraded land worldwide. Although worn-
out land can slow agricultural productivity, threaten food 
security, and pose challenges to economic development 
in countries with economies that rely heavily on agricul-
ture, little has been done to address the problem.

What should be done? Ephraim Nkonya, a senior 
research fellow at IFPRI, says the solution will involve 
speaking in a different language—one that prods policy-
makers and government officials to act. 

Smallholder Roots
For Nkonya, the subject of protecting land and improving 
productivity hits close to home. He grew up on a small 

farm in rural Tanzania. The farm didn’t produce much, 
despite many long hours of work. “I watched my parents 
struggle to feed a family of 16 using simple production 
technologies, weeding with hand hoes, and breaking up 
soil with an ox plow,” he recalls. 

Nkonya decided to devote his life’s work to sustainable 
land management.  His parents’ experience inspired him, 
he says, “to help find a solution for smallholder farmers to 
get higher returns and be able to invest their earnings in a 
way that could greatly improve their livelihoods.”

Comparing Costs
At IFPRI, Nkonya heads up a research project that mea-
sures the costs and benefits of having farmers adopt land 
management practices to prevent or mitigate land degrada-
tion. In the recent book The Economics of Land Degrada-
tion: Toward an Integrated Global Assessment, he and his 
coauthors propose a new framework that “puts a price tag 
on land degradation.” They compare the economic benefits 
of taking action to prevent or mitigate degradation to the 
costs of not acting and allowing land to degrade. 

PUTTING A 

PRICE TAG  

ON LAND  

DEGRADATION
The costs and benefits of reversing land degradation, says 

IFPRI’s Ephraim Nkonya, must be expressed in terms that 

resonate with pol icymakers and government off icials. 

PETE SHELTON
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Nkonya wants to tell the 

world, If you take action 

against land degradation, 

these are the benefits in 

terms of dollars.
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The upshot? It’s more cost-effective to prevent the loss of 
productive land now, says Nkonya, than to attempt to fix 
severely degraded land later. 

Nkonya’s research tries to fill gaps in the literature on costs. 
Many past studies have looked at how land degradation 
or land rehabilitation affects the productivity of a parcel 
of land, says Nkonya, but they have paid little attention to 
measuring degradation’s cost and ripple effects. Yet land 
degradation is a serious problem not only for farmers, but 
also for the local community that depends on related eco-
logical benefits such as biodiversity and good water quality. 
When soil erodes, the sediment can silt up reservoirs and 
dams, reducing water storage and electricity production. 

What starts as a local problem can have a wider economic 
impact when a country’s infrastructure is affected.  

Downstream Benefits
Given the shared benefits of sustainable land manage-
ment practices, it makes sense (and cents) for other ac-
tors to play more active roles. For example, if downstream 
communities depend on clean water for drinking, local 
leaders and government bodies can pool their resources 
to pay upstream communities to protect against defor-
estation or adopt other land management practices that 
prevent soil erosion within the watershed zone. 

Governments, meanwhile, can develop policies that offer 
smallholder farmers greater incentives to protect their 
lands. One such policy change involves ensuring more 
secure property rights for farmers. Without secure rights 
to the land they cultivate, farmers are unlikely to invest 
in long-term management practices that protect against 
erosion and other forms of land degradation. Similarly, 
research shows that investing in rural roads helps increase 

farmer incomes by giving them better access to markets. 
Not surprisingly, it also leads them to invest more in 
protecting their land. And, says Nkonya, “Local institu-
tions like village councils are more effective in managing 
natural resources than central governments. So giving 
local groups a mandate through decentralization can help 
achieve sustainable land management.”

In recent years, people have grown more aware of land 
degradation.  But awareness hasn’t made a significant 
difference yet. What does it take to get governments 
and policymakers to commit to fight the problem and 
follow through? 

Language That Resonates 
Reframing the conversation could help, says Nkonya. Un-
til recently, the language of land degradation has focused 
on the biophysical impacts—which falls on deaf ears—
rather than on societal or economic costs and benefits of 
preventing degradation. 

Nkonya is optimistic that his research into costs will help 
prod governments into action.  Here’s one factoid from 
his arsenal that could send shivers down policymakers’ 
spines: researchers have estimated that the costs of land 
degradation in some countries in Africa south of the 
Sahara are as high as 10 percent of GDP. 

Nkonya says he wants his research to tell the world, If you 
take action against land degradation, these are the ben-
efits in terms of dollars. And if you don’t take action, here 
is the cost in terms of economic and social development. 
“That’s the language they understand,” says Nkonya, “and 
that’s the language that can make them take action against 
land degradation.”
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What’s Politics 
Got to  
Do with It?

Nutrition has long been 
neglected in policy 
circles. Advocates in 
developing countries are 
now learning how to get 
nutrition on the political 
agenda and how to take 
effective action.

ETHIOPIA
A health extension worker 
determines a child’s nutri-
tional status by measuring 

arm circumference. 

© 2007 UNICEF Ethiopia

Heidi Fritschel
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In 2006, CARE was winding down a program 
designed to reduce chronic child 

malnutrition in 1,200 communities across Peru. A decade or 

two earlier, such a program would have consisted mainly of 

distributing food to households. In line with new thinking, how-

ever, CARE had focused on addressing the underlying causes of 

malnutrition—not only access to food, but also care of mothers 

and infants and provision of health services and sanitation—in 

a coordinated fashion. When the program ended, an evaluation 

revealed gratifying results: the intervention had reduced chronic 

infant malnutrition by 10 percentage points in five years. Nor-

mally, the story would end there.

In this case, however, Milo Stanojevich, the director of the Peru 
CARE office, wasn’t ready to move on. CARE had found a model 
that worked. Shouldn’t they use it more widely—even across 
the entire country? “When you finish a project and have an 
evaluation, you can either pat yourself on the back and put it on 
the shelf, or you can do something else about it,” he says. “We 
thought it was the right moment to take our experience and try 
to influence government policy.”  

The government knew it had a nutrition problem: about one 
out of every four Peruvian children had stunted growth, and the 
rate was even higher in rural areas. Stunting—being short for 
one’s age—is now recognized as the most meaningful indicator 

PERU 
In Peru’s 2006 
presidential election, 
10 of the 18 candidates  
pledged to reduce child 
malnutrition.
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of chronic malnutrition. Stunted children often have cognitive 
deficiencies, are susceptible to disease, and earn less as adults 
than well-nourished children will. The Peruvian government 
had undertaken various initiatives to fight malnutrition, with 
disappointing results. Even though the country’s economy was 
growing briskly, the rate of child stunting had barely budged 
in a decade.

Stanojevich brought together representatives of other nongov-
ernmental organizations that had run nutrition programs similar 
to CARE’s and achieved similar successes. The group decided to 
create a formal coalition—the Child Nutrition Initiative (CNI)—to 
call for making nutrition central to the fight against poverty and 
to share evidence about effective ways of improving nutrition. 
“Most of all,” says Stanojevich, “we needed the highest level of 
political commitment to make this a national priority.” In other 
words, they needed to reach the president.

As it happened, 2006 was an election year, so the CNI decided 
to, in effect, put nutrition on the ballot. Members of the CNI met 
with the presidential candidates individually to encourage them 
to adopt a pledge called “5 by 5 by 5.” The idea was to reduce 
child malnutrition by 5 percent in children under age five in five 
years and to close the gap in nutrition between children in rural 
and urban areas. “It turned out to be a really good slogan,” says 
Stanojevich. “There were 18 candidates in the first round, and 
we got commitments from 10 of them.” 

The first round of voting was held on April 9, 2006. Two months 
later, a runoff election was held between Alan García and Ollan-
ta Umala—the two leading candidates—and both had signed 
the pledge. No matter who won, nutrition was on the agenda. 

Once seen as a problem that could be solved through narrow 
healthcare approaches, distribution of food aid, or economic 
growth, increasingly, malnutrition is now perceived as an issue 
requiring broad government action, says IFPRI Senior Research 
Fellow Stuart Gillespie, who, along with several coauthors, pub-
lished an article on the politics of reducing malnutrition in the 
British medical journal The Lancet in June 2013. 

Motivating governments to take action, however, depends on 
getting nutrition onto the political agenda—and then getting 
policymakers to take the right steps. In recent years, actors both 

inside and outside of government in Peru and other countries as 
varied as Guatemala, Bangladesh, and Ethiopia have learned how 
to navigate political realities and exercise leverage, resulting in 
sometimes striking impacts on children’s nutrition. 

Political Underpinnings
Recently, nutrition has garnered more political attention, in 
part because economic and technical solutions alone have so 
clearly proven inadequate to reduce child malnutrition, says 
Gillespie. It was assumed that nutrition in a country improves 
as its economy grows and incomes rise, but the experiences 
of India and other countries have discredited this assumption. 
Economic growth in India over the past decade has been among 
the fastest in the world—while its rate of child malnutrition has 
remained stubbornly high. 

In addition, Gillespie says, “the causes of malnutrition are largely 
underpinned by politics and governance.” The determinants 
of nutrition consist of food security (people’s access to healthy 
food), caregiving (including appropriate child feeding practices, 
preventive health care, psychosocial stimulation), and environ-
mental conditions (people’s access to health, water, and sanita-
tion services). Nutrition also requires contributions from many 
sectors—such as health, agriculture, infrastructure, and educa-
tion—whose core function is not nutrition. They therefore need 
to be provided with incentives, often through government, to 
act in ways that explicitly benefit nutrition. 

Good nutrition confers a host of benefits—less childhood illness 
and death, better cognitive development and performance in 
school, higher productivity and earnings, and less obesity—so 
why haven’t governments already embraced it as a priority? 
Nutrition, Gillespie explains, suffers from an invisibility prob-
lem. It’s not infectious, it requires actions by many actors, and 
the benefits may take longer than a politician’s term of office 
to manifest themselves. “Ironically,” he says, “the more under-
nutrition in a village, the more invisible it is, because short and 
underweight children become perceived as the norm.” 

Gillespie and his Lancet coauthors say the keys to creating an en-
vironment in which nutrition can be improved lie in marshaling 
knowledge and evidence, using the tools of political economy 
and governance, and beefing up capacity and resources. Much 

“Ironically, the more undernutrition in a village, the more 
invisible it is, because short and underweight children 

become perceived as the norm.”
—Stuart Gillespie, IFPRI
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t was a watershed moment for 
global nutrition policy: in 2008, 
following up on a 2003 series of 
articles on child survival in the British 
medical journal The Lancet, Robert 

Black of the Johns Hopkins University 
School of Public Health led a team to 
produce another Lancet series specifically 
on maternal and child nutrition. “In 2003 
we didn’t have the space and we didn’t do 
justice to nutrition,” Black says. 

Between 2003 and 2008, much had been 
learned about child nutrition and inter-
vention points, and the 2008 series gave 
wide exposure to a couple of seminal 
ideas: the importance of assuring that 
children get good nutrition from concep-
tion to the second birthday (the “first 
1,000 days”) and the consensus that child 
stunting is the most useful indicator of 
chronic undernutrition. These ideas, says 
Black, provided “a focus for programming 
and advocacy that was not there before.” 

The series also shined a rather unflattering 
spotlight on the global nutrition commu-
nity. “We were sharply critical of the nutri-
tion community,” says Black, “saying that 
it needed to be better coordinated and 
focused to achieve better impact. That 
was met with some initial resistance: who 
were we to say they were uncoordinated 

and unfocused? In short order, though, the 
nutrition community realized there was 
some truth to what we said and began to 
pull together in more concerted ways.”

People in donor and UN agencies and na-
tional governments launched some initial 
discussions on how to coordinate their 
nutrition efforts, but disagreements arose 
about how to proceed. Participants found 
themselves in two camps: those who saw 
nutrition as a health problem amenable 
to technical, nutrition-specific solutions 
and those who saw it as an outcome of 
underlying forces such as poverty and 
inequality. The divide threatened the new 
coalition that was still in its infancy. 

In 2009, David Nabarro, the special repre-
sentative of the UN secretary-general for 
food security and nutrition, got involved. 
“We sought to create a much larger tent,” 
says Nabarro, by including both nutrition-
specific actions and nutrition-sensitive 
approaches. A series of meetings involv-
ing donors, civil society organizations, 
governments, and UN agencies led to the 
eventual formation of a new movement, 
known as Scaling Up Nutrition (SUN), for 
which Nabarro serves as coordinator.

Led by its member countries, the SUN 
Movement is designed to encourage 
high-level commitment on nutrition from 

national leaders, align all actors in support 
of common targets, increase domestic 
and external resources for nutrition, and 
exchange information on what works. 
The Movement coalesced in 2009 and 
2010 around a few early joiners, including 
Uganda and Zambia, says Patrizia Fracassi 
from the SUN Movement Secretariat. Over 
the next couple of years, dozens of other 
countries joined, and the movement now 
counts 42 countries as members. “There is 
a critical mass of people who believe you 
need high-level political commitment. 
They want to create momentum,” she says.

SUN countries hold a multistakeholder 
phone call every six weeks to monitor 
progress in four main processes: devel-
oping platforms that include multiple 
stakeholders, passing nutrition legislation, 
aligning different sectors around common 
goals, and mobilizing resources. The role 
of the SUN Movement Secretariat, Fracassi 
explains, is not to carve out a permanent 
presence in every country, but rather to 
help countries speed up implementation 
of their policies and then let them run on 
their own. “We want to see the Movement 
in the country and an exit strategy for the 
SUN Movement Secretariat,” she says. “We 
want people at every level to feel they are 
fostering a movement.”

THE LANCET & THE BIRTH OF A GLOBAL NUTRITION MOVEMENT
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of the evidence supporting recent action on nutrition has its 

roots in a 2008 series of Lancet articles whose ripple effects are 

still being felt (see box on page 22). 

If at First You Don’t Succeed…
Two decades before nutrition made it onto the development 

community’s agenda, Thailand developed a successful model 

for overcoming child malnutrition. During the 1970s a growing 

awareness of the costs and impacts of poverty emerged among 

the Thai public as well as academics, planners, and politicians, 

explains Pattanee Winichagoon of the Institute of Nutrition at 

Bangkok’s Mahidol University, who has written extensively on 

Thai nutrition policy. Several Thai doctors who had trained in Eu-

rope and the United States in 
the 1950s and 1960s returned 
home determined to help 
the country reduce poverty 
and malnutrition. They made 
the case in policy circles 
that spending to improve 
nutrition is an investment, 
rather than an expense.  
Malnutrition, they argued, is 
not simply a health problem, 
but a result of economic 
inequality. Nutrition, in short, 
is a development issue and a 
social indicator. 

This way of framing nutrition 
resonated with policymakers. In 1977, Thai policymakers drafted 
their first National Food and Nutrition Plan. The plan aimed to 
improve food availability, nutrition education, and health care 
and hygiene. Among other things, it called for the construction 
of about 1,200 child nutrition centers at which malnourished 
children were fed high-protein supplements, and the delivery 
of supplementary foods to the homes of children suffering from 
severe malnutrition. Around the third year of the plan, though, 
data from selected areas revealed bad news: the plan had failed. 
In the early 1980s, 50 percent of Thai children were still malnour-
ished—about the same as before the plan started. 

It was soon clear that many aspects of the plan had never been 
implemented because local agencies were not coordinated 

THAILAND
Community health 
volunteers deliver 
nutrition messages 
to hundreds of 
households. 
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with one another, planning was top-down and included little 
community involvement, and budgets and plans had not been 
tailored to the new system. 

But the plan had succeeded in getting Thai policymakers to 
commit to improving nutrition. The planners went back to the 
drawing board. 

When Thailand rolled out its second National Food and Nutrition 
Plan in 1982, it was based on a new idea: you need to maximize 
people’s participation in solving their own problems. This time, 
Thailand recruited and trained thousands of people to serve as 
village health volunteers, who would treat minor illnesses and 
undertake minor procedures, and village health communicators, 
who would disseminate health and nutrition information. Chil-
dren were weighed every three months and identified as normal 
or mildly, moderately, or severely malnourished. Children with 
moderate or severe malnutrition were weighed monthly and 
received supplementary food prepared in their village. Commu-
nities were encouraged to produce their own nutritious foods 
through home gardening or fish farming. And school lunch 
programs were extended to 5,000 schools in poor regions. 

Perhaps the most remarkable aspect of the program was its 
country-wide presence. Each village health communicator was 
responsible for 10–20 households, and each village health vol-
unteer, for 100–200 households. “They got the ratios right,” says 
Gillespie. “They had a manageable workload.” By 1989 about half 
a million village health communicators and 50,000 village health 
volunteers had been trained and were present in nearly every 
village in Thailand. As a result, nutrition messages and support 

reached into almost every household. 

This approach generated rapid results. In just a decade, from 
1982 to 1991, child malnutrition in Thailand fell from about 50 
percent to just 17 percent. 

Today, says Winichagoon, the nutrition program is no longer the 
subject of such intense government focus, but volunteers are 
still actively involved in providing health services and “com-
munities still have a lot of interest in nutrition.” Thailand still has 
child stunting rates of 10–15 percent, but this is much less than 
other countries in the region. “Now we need to work harder to 
keep issues like maternal nutrition and the importance of nutri-
tion during a child’s first 1,000 days on the agenda,” she says. 

While Thailand’s pioneering approach to nutrition in the 1980s 
received some attention, it attracted no imitators. It would, 
unfortunately, take decades for nutrition to secure a spot on the 
political agenda—globally or in other countries.

Reinforcing the Front Line 
In India, child stunting is so widespread that it seems nearly 
normal: the country accounts for more than 40 percent of the 
world’s stunted children. In Maharashtra—India’s richest and 
second most populous state—39 percent of children younger 
than two were stunted in the mid-2000s. 

The impetus for change started in 2001 with a local administra-
tor facing a local tragedy. V. Ramani was commissioner of the di-
vision of Aurangabad in central Maharashtra. Just 70 kilometers 
from the capital city Aurangabad, a thriving tourist center, 14 

INDIA
A volunteer in 
Mumbai weighs 
a child to check 
nutritional status. 
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n December 2011 Ghana’s first lady, 
Ernestina Naadu Mills, launched 
the country’s entry into the Scaling 
Up Nutrition (SUN) Movement. For 
Ghana and the other 41 countries 

that have joined, the SUN Movement may 
be the push that is needed to get real 
progress on improving nutrition. Edith 
Tetteh, deputy of the National Develop-
ment Planning Commission, is Ghana’s 
SUN liaison.

Tetteh points out that Ghana is where 
kwashiorkor—advanced child malnutri-
tion—was identified in the 1930s by a 
doctor working in an Accra hospital. The 
word has since entered the nutrition lexi-
con. But malnutrition in its various forms 
remains a problem in Ghana. “If you are 
sick and you have a diagnosis and for 80 
years you do not have a cure, that means 
you are not serious,” says Tetteh. “With 

the SUN Movement, the country has de-
cided to really do something about child 
undernutrition.”

The advent of SUN, says Tetteh, has stimu-
lated the writing of a National Nutrition 
Plan and brought together the various 
sectors involved. Ghana is working on 
advocacy and information campaigns at 
the policy, media, and grassroots levels. 
Because the National Development 
Planning Commission reports directly to 
the president, the SUN activities are well 
positioned politically. And nutrition efforts 
are extending into schools, agricultural 
extension, health clinics, and other sites. 

Ghana managed to reduce child stunting 
from 30 percent in 1988 to 23 percent in 
2011. Whether the country can bring this 
rate down much further will depend on 
how well it can continue to marshal the el-

ements Stuart Gillespie and his coauthors 
identified in their Lancet article—knowl-
edge and evidence, political economy and 
governance, and capacity and resources—
and convert high-level commitment into 
changes in households across Ghana.

children died of malnutrition. “To be honest, I had barely 
any knowledge of the issue of child malnutrition in 2001,” 
says Ramani, an economist by training. He had decided 
to focus on health and education in the division, and 
the deaths of the children opened his eyes to a pressing 
dimension of public health. 

To tackle malnutrition, Ramani turned to Maharashtra’s 
UNICEF office, which had long operated nutrition programs in 
the region. He also borrowed an idea from a friend in the state 
of Orissa who was working to reduce malnutrition by gather-
ing monthly data on children’s nutritional status. In 2002, the 
Marathwada Initiative was launched, centering on regular and 
frequent measurement of children, counseling of mothers on 
feeding and caring for children, and nutrition supplements as 
needed for children who were severely malnourished. 

Part of Ramani’s challenge was changing how the existing child 
nutrition system did business. Since the 1970s India has had a 
large-scale program designed to improve children’s health and 
nutrition, known as Integrated Child Development Services 
(ICDS). The Marathwada Initiative worked to shift the focus of 
the ICDS workers from simply providing food to actively measur-

ing children to determine their nutritional status. It also sought 

to lay the groundwork for more cooperation between the ICDS 

and the health sector. 

The Marathwada Initiative lowered rates of severe malnutrition 

by 62 percent in two years. In 2004, Ramani was transferred to 

the state government, and once again, reports surfaced of child 

deaths from malnutrition in a tribal community. 

“Two facts came to my notice immediately,” says Ramani. “First, 

there was a tendency to lay the primary responsibility for the 

occurrence on the other department. Second, no up-to-date 

authentic data existed for analyzing the event and pinpoint-

ing possible causes. With the Marathwada experience fresh 

in my mind, I saw the consequences of a lack of coordination 

between these two key departments: they could not even 

 “We’ve seen real upswings in civil action for 
nutrition all over the world.” 

—David Nabarro, United Nations

GHANA GETS SERIOUS

© C. Penn/Panos
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agree on the numbers, let alone evolve a joint strategy to deal 
with the problem.” 

Ramani, with the support of other officials inside and outside 
the government, proposed the idea of a statewide Nutrition 
Mission to Vilasrao Deshmukh, the state’s chief minister. As it 
happened, Deshmukh was from Aurangabad Division and was 
thus familiar with the nutrition successes there. “He understood 
the implications,” says Ramani. 

In April 2005 the mission was launched. UNICEF provided support 
in the form of money and training for both ICDS and health work-
ers. “We promoted a healthy convergence between the Depart-
ment of Women and Child Development [which ran the ICDS] and 
the Department of Public Health,” says Ramani. 

Also key, he says, was “a determination that no child in need 
in Maharashtra should remain unserved by the public service 
delivery system.” Field workers were required to register, weigh, 
and monitor the growth of every child in their jurisdiction—no 
small task in a state the size of Maharashtra, whose 100 million 
inhabitants make it bigger than most countries.

The training of the frontline ICDS and health workers in how 
best to feed infants and young children was essential, says 
Ramani: “I think the training brought home to them that they 
were doing a very important job, and they were noticed for the 
first time.”

At the end of the mission’s first phase, in 2010, Ramani left 
to become an independent consultant, but the mission itself 
continues. Stunting in Maharashtra fell from 39 percent in 2006 
to 23 percent in 2012.

Turning the Tide
The successes in Thailand and Maharashtra point to a few 
important elements. In both cases, individuals pressed for ac-
tion, giving visibility to a neglected issue. Transform Nutrition, 
a research initiative led by IFPRI’s Gillespie, is studying, among 
other things, how such nutrition “champions” arise and operate. 
His Lancet article reports on research showing that “a handful of 
catalytic individuals, well-connected and trusted in their formal 
and informal social networks,” can be key to exchanging infor-

mation, changing perceptions, and resolving conflicts, especially 
given how fragmented the competing interests can be. Both 
cases also brought nutritional knowledge and interventions 
down to the household level. Hands-on efforts to communicate 
with mothers and to measure and treat children were highly 
labor intensive, but effective. Although interventions in Thailand 
centered on the health sector, in Maharashtra the coordination 
of disparate departments was crucial. 

These various elements also came into play in Peru, following 
Alan García’s victory in the 2006 presidential election. “When 
García’s prime minister, Jorge del Castillo, made his inaugural 
speech to Congress,” says Stanojevich, the director of CARE’s 
Peru office, “he ratified the commitment and stated that it was 
a national priority. We were jubilant.” The Child Nutrition Initia-
tive saw an opening, proposing “10 Recommendations for the 
First 100 Days” to spell out exactly how the government could 
reduce child malnutrition and, notably, made the recommen-
dations public. 

The task also involved educating top officials. Peru’s World 
Bank representative engineered a meeting of members of 
the initiative with the newly elected García, who pointed with 
pride to the government’s feeding programs and dismissed the 
initiative’s proposals as lacking in substance. “We had to say, 
‘If you want to make a difference, you’re not going to pass out 
food, you’re not going to build schools or health centers,’” says 
Stanojevich. “You need to improve services, you need to educate 
mothers on how to feed their children properly, you need to 
improve hygiene, water, and sanitation and raise economic 
development in the community so there’s more income.” The 
Child Nutrition Initiative’s proposals were able to gain traction 
because the group had hard evidence to back them up.

The government initiated a program called Crecer (“to grow”), 
addressing malnutrition through a focus on water and sanita-
tion, nutritional practices, and infectious disease. It reorganized 
82 existing government programs into 26 initiatives. Peru also 
reoriented its conditional cash transfer program, known as Jun-
tos (“together”), toward combating malnutrition. 

Efforts to encourage different government ministries and levels 

Field workers were required to register, weigh, and monitor 
the growth of every child in their jurisdiction—no small task 

in a state the size of Maharashtra.
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of government to work together did not result in immediate 

outpourings of trust and goodwill. Nonetheless, as the national 

government promoted its strategy for malnutrition, the regions 

started developing their own localized versions, with support 

from civil society organizations and donors. 

In 2007 García upped the targeted reduction in child malnutri-

tion from 5 to 9 percentage points. In 2011 the presidency was 

won by Ollanta Umala, who raised the target again, saying he 

would lower malnutrition to 10 percent. 

“One day nobody is talking about malnutrition, and four years 

later it’s the number-one priority in the country and everyone 

is talking about it,” says Stanojevich. “It’s one of those classic tip-

ping points, where you push and push and all of a sudden it just 

goes off on its own.” 

Peru has not yet reached Umala’s target of 10 percent, but 

progress has been remarkably rapid. In the five years from 2007 

to 2012, child stunting rates nationwide fell by more than 10 

percentage points, from 28.5 percent to 18.1 percent. In rural 

areas, where malnutrition is more severe, the proportion of 

children who are stunted declined from 45.7 percent to 31.9 

percent—nearly 14 percentage points. 

A Role for Citizens
There’s a sense in the nutrition community that nutrition as 
an issue may be peaking in terms of attention. “We’ve seen 
real upswings in civil action for nutrition all over the world,” 
says David Nabarro, the UN special representative. “There’s 
huge energy in Tanzania, Zambia, India, Indonesia. What was 
perceived as invisible is shifting.” This year on June 8 UK Prime 
Minister David Cameron hosted a Nutrition for Growth summit 
designed to get aid donors to pony up funds for fighting hun-
ger and malnutrition in 20 target countries. The event brought 
in commitments totaling more than $23 billion ($19 billion for 
nutrition-sensitive approaches and more than $4 billion for 
nutrition-specific approaches). 

Far from summit meetings and prime ministers, Milo Stanojevich 
sees the need to solidify political gains by focusing on more local 
and small-scale action. “You can only do so much by using the tac-
tics we used,” he says. “What we would like to do now is organize 
women in the rural areas so they become aware of malnutrition. 
They already have a lot more knowledge, but we also want them 
to monitor and advocate so we have more active citizen partici-
pation. This way citizens can organize and ask their local govern-
ments for attention to the issues that are important to them.”

PERU
Alan García, who won 
Peru’s presidenial 
election in 2006, had 
made a campaign 
pledge to reduce child 
malnutrition by 5 per-
cent in five years.



MULTIPLYING MEGACITIES
Within Africa, millions of people are moving from 
rural areas to cities. The bubbles below show 
African cities with more than 4 million inhabi-
tants in 2010 and 2025 (projected).
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1. Nigeria $10.0 bn
2. Sudan $3.2 bn
3. Kenya $1.8 bn
4. Senegal $1.2 bn
5. South Africa $1.0 bn
6. Uganda $0.8 bn
7. Lesotho $0.5 bn
8. Ethiopia $0.4 bn
9. Mali $0.4 bn

10. Togo $0.3 bn

1. Lesotho.....................................24.8%
2. Togo...........................................10.3%
3. Cape Verde..................................9.1%
4. Guinea-Bissau.............................9.1%
5. Senegal.......................................9.1%
6. The Gambia.................................7.9%
7. Liberia.........................................6.2%
8. Sudan.........................................5.6%
9. Nigeria........................................5.6%

10. Kenya..........................................5.4%

SENDING MONEY HOME: TOP 10 REMITTANCE      RECIPIENTS
Emigrants from Africa send home billions of dollars, and for some countries,          these remittances 
make up a large share of GDP.

% of GDP in 2009US$ in 2010
1. Cape Verde................................37.5%
2. São Tomé & Principe................21.9%
3. Lesotho.....................................20.5%
4. Eritrea.......................................18.0%
5. Seychelles.................................14.6%
6. Swaziland.................................13.3%
7. Mauritius...................................10.9%
8. Liberia.......................................10.5%
9. Zimbabwe..................................9.9%

10. Burkina Faso..............................9.7%      

EXODUS: Top 10 Emigrant Countries
In some small countries, a significant share of 
the population leaves home, including a large 
percentage of the skilled labor force.  

by share of population in 2010

Sources: Multiplying megacities: UN Habitat and United Nations Environment Programme, The State of African Cities 2010 (Nairobi, 2010). Emigration and remittances: World Bank, The Migration and Remittances            Factbook 2011 (Washington, DC, 2011); Net migration: World Bank, World Databank, http://databank.worldbank.org/data/home.aspx; Design and content: J. Vivalo/IFPRI and H. Fritschel/IFPRI
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the continent each year—a lot of people, but many more 
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MULTIPLYING MEGACITIES
Within Africa, millions of people are moving from 
rural areas to cities. The bubbles below show 
African cities with more than 4 million inhabi-
tants in 2010 and 2025 (projected).
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THE INS AND OUTS OF MIGRATION 
IN AFRICA SOUTH OF THE SAHARA

in millions of people in 2010
1. Nigeria $10.0 bn
2. Sudan $3.2 bn
3. Kenya $1.8 bn
4. Senegal $1.2 bn
5. South Africa $1.0 bn
6. Uganda $0.8 bn
7. Lesotho $0.5 bn
8. Ethiopia $0.4 bn
9. Mali $0.4 bn

10. Togo $0.3 bn

1. Lesotho.....................................24.8%
2. Togo...........................................10.3%
3. Cape Verde..................................9.1%
4. Guinea-Bissau.............................9.1%
5. Senegal.......................................9.1%
6. The Gambia.................................7.9%
7. Liberia.........................................6.2%
8. Sudan.........................................5.6%
9. Nigeria........................................5.6%

10. Kenya..........................................5.4%

SENDING MONEY HOME: TOP 10 REMITTANCE      RECIPIENTS
Emigrants from Africa send home billions of dollars, and for some countries,          these remittances 
make up a large share of GDP.

% of GDP in 2009US$ in 2010
1. Cape Verde................................37.5%
2. São Tomé & Principe................21.9%
3. Lesotho.....................................20.5%
4. Eritrea.......................................18.0%
5. Seychelles.................................14.6%
6. Swaziland.................................13.3%
7. Mauritius...................................10.9%
8. Liberia.......................................10.5%
9. Zimbabwe..................................9.9%

10. Burkina Faso..............................9.7%      

EXODUS: Top 10 Emigrant Countries
In some small countries, a significant share of 
the population leaves home, including a large 
percentage of the skilled labor force.  

by share of population in 2010

Sources: Multiplying megacities: UN Habitat and United Nations Environment Programme, The State of African Cities 2010 (Nairobi, 2010). Emigration and remittances: World Bank, The Migration and Remittances            Factbook 2011 (Washington, DC, 2011); Net migration: World Bank, World Databank, http://databank.worldbank.org/data/home.aspx; Design and content: J. Vivalo/IFPRI and H. Fritschel/IFPRI

NET MIGRATION
A net 2 million people from Africa south of the Sahara leave 
the continent each year—a lot of people, but many more 
leave South Asia and Latin America and the Caribbean.
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