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Following more than a decade of seemingly inexorable increases in the number of 

undernourished people, estimates for 2010 presented in this edition of The State 

of Food Insecurity in the World show a slight glimmer of hope, with the first fall 

since 1995. But that still leaves nearly a billion people going hungry, and it is too 

early to know if this is the beginning of a downward trend or merely a momentary 

dip in the number of undernourished.

 This year, The State of Food Insecurity in the World focuses on a particular 

group of countries, countries in protracted crisis, where levels of undernourishment 

are estimated to be at almost 40 percent. It examines the difficulties faced in trying 

to turn around the situation in such countries, not least the difficulty of moving 

beyond the mindset of humanitarian intervention towards a broader-based 

development agenda.

 The report highlights actions that can be taken to rationalize the way 

protracted crises are handled. These include more holistic assessment of the crisis 

itself, including a deeper understanding of the drivers of crises; building on local 

community responses and institutions; introducing or supporting social protection 

mechanisms such as food-based safety nets; and moving from food aid to a 

broader-based food assistance approach. 

 The final section of the report provides recommendations on ways to improve 

engagement with countries in protracted crisis. These focus on improving the 

analysis and understanding of protracted crises; supporting the protection, 

promotion and rebuilding of livelihoods and the institutions that support and 

enable livelihoods; and changing the architecture of external intervention in 

protracted crises to match the reality on the ground. 

 As this edition of The State of Food Insecurity in the World shows, there are 

many challenges facing countries in protracted crisis. But they are not insurmountable 

– there is hope. Through improved understanding of the nature of protracted crisis 

comes the ability to respond more effectively. Lessons from the experience of 

many countries show that with careful attention to livelihoods, strengthening 

longer-term assistance to existing local institutions, investing in social protection 

mechanisms and transitioning from food aid to food assistance are all powerful 

and fundamental tools for addressing the root causes of protracted crises. This 

report illustrates that there are many positive experiences to learn from through 

which to better address the multiplicity of issues, including that of extremely high 

undernourishment, in countries in protracted crisis.
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The number and the proportion of undernourished 
people have declined, but they remain unacceptably 
high. After increasing from 2006 to 2009 due to high food 
prices and the global economic crisis, both the number and 
proportion of hungry people have declined in 2010 as the 
global economy recovers and food prices remain below their 
peak levels. But hunger remains higher than before the crises, 
making it ever more difficult to achieve the hunger-reduction 
targets of the World Food Summit and Millennium 
Development Goal 1.

Countries in protracted crisis require special attention. 
They are characterized by long-lasting or recurring crises and 
often limited or little capacity to respond, exacerbating food 
insecurity problems in those countries. Appropriate responses 
thus differ from those required in short-term crises or in 
non-crisis development contexts.

Improving food security in protracted crises requires 
going beyond short-term responses in order to protect 
and promote people’s livelihoods over the longer term. 
People living in protracted crises are often forced to make 
radical adjustments in their way of life that require longer-term 
responses. This disruption to traditional livelihoods and coping 
mechanisms also has very different implications for men and 
for women. 

Supporting institutions is key to addressing protracted 
crises. Protracted crises, whether human-induced or the result 
of repeated natural disasters, often undermine the institutions 
that are necessary to contain and recover from crises. Local 
institutions often remain or emerge to fill crucial gaps when 
national institutions have failed, and these have the potential 
to play a key role in addressing protracted crises, but they are 
often ignored by external actors.
 

Agriculture and the rural economy are key sectors for 
supporting livelihoods in protracted crises, but they are 
not properly reflected in aid flows. Agricultural and 
rural-based livelihoods are critical to the groups most affected 
by protracted crises. Agriculture accounts for a third of 
protracted crisis countries’ gross domestic product and two- 
thirds of their employment. Yet agriculture accounts for only 
4 percent of humanitarian ODA received by countries in 
protracted crisis and 3 percent of development ODA.

The current aid architecture needs to be modified to 
better address both immediate needs and the structural 
causes of protracted crises. The current system uses 
humanitarian assistance to support short-term efforts to 
address the immediate effects of a crisis, and development 
assistance for long-term interventions to address underlying 
causes. Areas of intervention that are important in protracted 
crises (including social protection and risk reduction) are often 
underfunded. In general, weak governance structures in 
protracted crisis situations condition aid allocations.

Food assistance helps build the basis for long-term food 
security, and is particularly important in countries in 
protracted crisis. Humanitarian food assistance not only saves 
lives, but is also an investment in a country's future, because it 
preserves and strengthens the human assets and livelihoods 
that are the foundation of future stability and development. 
The use of a varied set of food assistance tools (such as food, 
cash or vouchers), complemented by innovations in how food 
is procured (including local purchase), helps to ensure that 
appropriate assistance is provided and to maximize the chance 
that humanitarian food assistance will serve as a strong basis 
for food security in the longer term.

Broader social protection measures help countries cope    
with protracted crises and lay the foundation for 
long-term recovery. Key interventions include providing 
safety nets, insurance when appropriate, and services such as 
health and education, which build bridges to longer-term 
development. In countries in protracted crisis, however, 
financial, institutional and implementation capacity are limited, 
so social protection programmes are generally short-term, 
relief-oriented and externally funded. 

Selected development and food security indicators for countries 
in protracted crisis

1. The Human Development Index (HDI) generated by UNDP is a summary 
composite index that measures a country's average achievements in 
three basic areas of human development: health, knowledge, and a 
decent standard of living. Health is measured by life expectancy at 
birth; knowledge by a combination of the adult literacy rate and 
combined primary, secondary, and tertiary gross enrolment ratio; and 
standard of living by GDP per capita (PPP US$). Each component is 
given a score, which is then averaged to create the overall index which 
ranges from 0 to 1. 

2. Calculated using figures for humanitarian ODA from Development 
Assistance Committee (DAC) bilateral donors and multilateral agencies 
(as defined under the OECD-DAC) divided by total ODA (excluding 
debt relief) from DAC bilateral donors and multilateral agencies. 

3. Figures are based on all humanitarian ODA disbursements (actual 
amount spent, as opposed to amount committed). Source: OECD-DAC 
database.

4. Figures are based on all ODA disbursements (actual amount spent, 
as opposed to amount committed) and calculated by subtracting 
humanitarian ODA and debt relief from total ODA. 
Source: OECD-DAC database.

5. Data comes from the OECD-DAC online database for the humanitarian 
ODA figures and population figures come from the World Bank World 
Development Indicators website. Figures calculated by dividing average 
humanitarian ODA (2000–08) by average population for the period. 

6. Data comes from the OECD-DAC online database for the development 
ODA figures and population figures come from the World Bank World 
Development Indicators online database. Figures calculated by dividing 
average ODA (2000–08) by average population for the period. 

7. Figures are based on commitments and measure the percentage of 
development ODA allocated to agriculture, averaged over the period 
2005-08. Source: OECD-CRS database.

8.  Source: World Bank.
9.  Source: World Bank.
10. This indicator signals a country’s dependency on aid by measuring the 

extent to which its capital – schools, roads, railways, hospitals and land 
improvements – is financed with external resources. It serves as a proxy 
for a country’s capacity to finance social protection systems domestically. 
Figures calculated based on ODA and cover loans and grants from the 
DAC member countries, multilateral organizations and non-DAC donors 
(World Bank. 2009. World Development Indicators 2009, Global Links, 
Table 6.15 – Aid dependency, pp. 376–379. Washington, DC).

11. DES = dietary energy supply available for human consumption (FAO).

Prevalence of undernourishment and progress towards the World 
Food Summit (WFS) and the Millennium Development Goal (MDG) 
targets in developing countries

1. World Food Summit goal: halve, between 1990–92 and 2015, the 
number of undernourished people.

2. Millennium Development Goal 1, target 1C: halve, between 1990 and 
2015, the proportion of people who suffer from hunger. Indicator 
1.9 Proportion of population below minimum level of dietary energy 
consumption (undernourishment).

3.  Latest report period refers to 2005–07 estimates and baseline refers 
to 1990–92. For countries that did not exist in the baseline period, the 
1990-92 proportion of undernourished is based on 1993-95 and the 
number of undernourished is based on their 1990-92 population and 
this proportion.

Countries revise their official statistics regularly for the past as well as the latest 
reported period. The same holds for population data of the United Nations. 
Whenever this happens, FAO revises its estimates of undernourishment 
accordingly. Therefore, users are advised to refer to changes in estimates 
over time only within the same The State of Food Insecurity in the World 
publication and refrain from comparing data published in editions for 
different years.

Figures following country name refer to the prevalence categories 
(proportion of the population undernourished in 2005-07):
 [1]  < 5% undernourished
 [2]  5-9% undernourished
 [3]  10-19% undernourished
 [4]  20-34% undernourished
 [5]  ≥ 35% undernourished

Developing countries for which there were insufficient data are not listed 
in the table

* Ratio current/baseline number of undernourished - 
Ratio for WFS target = 0.5

**  Ratio current/baseline prevalence of undernourished - 
Ratio for MDG target = 0.5

*** Although not listed separately, provisional estimates for Afghanistan 
and Iraq (Near East and North Africa), Papua New Guinea (Asia and 
the Pacific) and Somalia (East Africa) have been included in the 
relevant regional aggregates.

 World estimates for developed countries include countries in Europe 
(Western Europe, Eastern Europe, former CIS in Europe and Baltic 
States) in addition to Australia, Canada, Israel, Japan, New Zealand, 
South Africa and United States of America.

****  Eritrea and Ethiopia were not separate entities in 1990-1992 but 
estimates of the number and proportion of undernourished in the 
former Ethiopia PDR are included in regional and subregional 
aggregates for that period.

***** Including North Africa and sub-Saharan Africa.

KEY
– Proportion less than five percent of undernourished
na  Data not available
0.0  Zero or less than half the unit shown
ns  Not statistically significant

SOURCES
Total population: UN Population Prospects, 2008 revision
Undernourishment: FAO estimates

Recommendation 1. Support further 

analysis and deeper understanding 

of people’s livelihoods and coping 

mechanisms in protracted crises in 

order to strengthen their resilience 

and enhance the effectiveness of 

assistance programmes.

Recommendation 2. Support the 

protection, promotion and rebuilding 

of livelihoods, and the institutions that 

support and enable livelihoods, in 

countries in protracted crisis.

Recommendation 3. Revisit the 

architecture of external assistance in 

protracted crises to match the needs, 

challenges and institutional constraints 

on the ground. This could entail the 

organization of a High-Level Forum on 

protracted crises followed by the 

development of a new “Agenda for 

Action” for countries in protracted crisis.

Recommendations
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