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editorial

Forests for food security and nutrition

Ensuring food security and nutrition has always been at 
the heart of FAO’s work. The Organization’s constitution 
asserts that FAO’s member nations are determined, among 

other things, to ensure “humanity’s freedom from hunger”. FAO’s 
Director-General, José Graziano da Silva, wrote recently that 

“ending extreme poverty and hunger is not merely desirable; it 
is the indispensable foundation of a new global society that is 
both open and fair”.

Food security requires healthy, diverse ecosystems, and forests 
and trees outside forests therefore have an important role to play. 
To explore this role, FAO and its partners brought together, in 
May 2013, more than 400 experts from governments, civil-
society organizations, indigenous and other local communities, 
donors and international organizations from over 100 countries 
for the first global conference to specifically address the role of 
forests and trees outside forests in food security and nutrition – 
the International Conference on Forests for Food Security and 
Nutrition. This edition of Unasylva presents articles arising 
from that conference.

Several articles stress the need to approach food security inter-
sectorally and at the landscape scale. T. Padoch and C. Sunderland, 
for example, say that more research is needed into ways of better 
integrating forests, trees and agricultural production in land-
scapes. While diverse, integrated landscapes (“land-sharing”) 
are the norm in smallholder farming systems, they are being 
replaced by methods that segregate (and simplify) landscapes 
into “conservation” and “production”, called “land-sparing”. The 
authors argue that replacing land-sharing with land-sparing risks 
the loss of valuable traditional knowledge and could also reduce 
the resilience of smallholders to change.

According to J. Mohamed-Katerere and M. Smith, ecosystems, 
including forests, provide many goods and services that underpin 
food production. The authors advocate an “ecosystem-aware” 
approach to food-security policy-making that aims not only to 
alleviate hunger in the short term but also to ensure the capacity 
of ecosystems to support food production in the face of shocks 
and stresses. Diversity – of ecosystems, biota and livelihoods – is 
one of the keys here.

R. Jamnadass and his co-authors explore the role of agroforestry – 
the integration of trees with annual crop cultivation, livestock 
production and other farm activities – in food security and nutri-
tion. More than 1.2 billion people practise agroforestry worldwide, 
but its role in supporting the food and nutritional security of the 
rural poor is still poorly documented. More research is needed to 
better target interventions, and more attention is needed on the 
domestication of forest food species to harness their huge potential.

An article by A. Bertrand and co-authors looks at the increasing 
demand for forest foods, especially wild meat, in urban centres 
in Benin. This increasing demand, say the authors, represents an 

opportunity for entrepreneurs and rural producers, but there is an 
urgent need for a new legal and administrative framework that 
promotes sustainable forest management and the domestication 
of forest animals for meat production.

L. Stloukal and co-authors examine the role of gender in the 
food security (or insecurity) of rural people. The disadvantages 
faced by women in developing countries in their access to forests 
have huge implications for the food security. The authors argue 
that empowering women in the forest sector can create significant 
development opportunities and improve food security and nutri-
tion among rural people.

In his article, P. Dewees looks at how forests and trees can help 
households withstand tough times – that is, to be resilient in the 
face of economic and environmental hardship. He sets out some 
policy responses that would encourage the integration of forests 
and trees in agricultural systems to increase this resilience, and 
he advocates interventions at a landscape scale. 

B. Vinceti and her co-authors discuss the concept of “sustainable 
diets”, which are diets that conserve biodiversity, are culturally 
acceptable, provide adequate nutrition and optimize the use of 
natural and human resources. The authors find that forests and trees 
make substantial contributions to the nutritional quality of the diets 
of many rural people, and they, too, advocate the management of 
heterogeneous landscapes to ensure that food-production systems 
are nutrition-sensitive and minimize their ecological footprint.

The final article in this edition comprises the summary statement 
issued by organizers at the end of the International Conference 
on Forests for Food Security and Nutrition; it includes a number 
of recommendations arising from the papers presented at the 
conference and the ensuing discussions.

There is no doubt that forests and trees are essential components 
of most sustainable food-production systems, as both producers of 
foods and providers of ecosystem services. Achieving an optimal 
mix of forests and trees in landscapes, however, requires more 
research, development and extension, and much more interaction 
between the various sectors – such as forestry, agriculture, water, 
energy and land-use planning. By combining forces, the sectors 
can make best use of existing knowledge and experience, includ-
ing traditional knowledge, with the ultimate goal of building an 
open and fair global society and thereby ensuring food security 
and adequate nutrition for all.
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