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1. Global context  
 

1.1 The world today  
 

1. The state of the world today is vastly different than only five years ago when in 2015 governments asserted 
their determination to end poverty and hunger, reduce inequality, build peaceful, inclusive societies and 
stimulate sustainable and inclusive economic growth, emphasising the respect and protection of human 
rights by adopting the Agenda 2030 and its 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).  

 
2. Despite all efforts to move towards zero hunger, prolonged conflicts, a growing number of extreme 

weather events, and economic downturns have led to a substantial uptick in the number of people 
struggling to put food on the table. Chronic hunger stood at 690 million people in 2019 compared to 
630 million people in 2014. Acute hunger reached 135 million by the end of 2019 compared to just 
80 million in 2015. Today, a staggering 30 million people in 36 countries are in hunger emergencies or 
worse situations. 

 
3. Coronavirus has therefore exacerbated an already alarming situation. The global economy is in turmoil, 

the likes of which have not been seen since at least the Second World War. The global GDP is expected to 
contract by almost 5 percent in 2020; official remittance flows to low- and middle-income countries are 
projected to decline by 14.5 percent to USD 470 billion in 2021; almost 94 percent of the global work force 
has experienced some level of workplace closure; lost working hours in this year’s second quarter add up 
to the equivalent of 495 million full-time jobs; and currency devaluation and inflation are substantially high 
in many of the poor countries. This does not reflect a separate set of challenges that low- and 
middle-income countries face – an increasing debt burden, which makes it difficult for them to safeguard 
lives and livelihoods today; and to make the necessary investments to set their economies on a prosperous 
path for tomorrow.  

 
4. Nations large and small are doing their utmost to mitigate the consequences of this disease. Many 

countries have taken extraordinary steps and far-reaching measures to save lives and safeguard 
economies. This includes fiscal actions amounting to USD 11.7 trillion to contain the pandemic and its 
damage to the economy, as well as central bank actions amounting to over USD 7.5 trillion. IMF has 
approved immediate debt service relief for 29 countries till March 2021 and most recently the G20 agreed 
to further suspend repayment of official bilateral credit for poorest countries till June 2021. Furthermore, 
the International Institute for Finance urged private-sector creditors to forgo debt payments until the end 
of the year without declaring borrowers in default. This altogether reflects a global bailout of over 
USD 19 trillion, that is, more than 20 percent of global GDP. It is unlikely that a global response of this 
magnitude could be sustained in the coming years.  

 
5. This is the making of an environment that has shaken the foundations of our progress towards zero hunger. 

More than ever before, it calls for a reassessment of the pathway necessary to reverse course and reset 
direction towards a world without hunger. 

 

https://www.imf.org/en/News/Articles/2020/04/13/pr20151-imf-executive-board-approves-immediate-debt-relief-for-25-countries
https://www.imf.org/en/News/Articles/2020/04/15/pr20160-remarks-managing-director-kristalina-georgieva-g20-fin-min-cen-bank-gov-meeting
https://www.imf.org/en/News/Articles/2020/04/15/pr20160-remarks-managing-director-kristalina-georgieva-g20-fin-min-cen-bank-gov-meeting
https://www.iif.com/Publications/ID/3849/IIF-letter-to-IMF-World-Bank-OECD-and-Paris-Club-on-Debt-of-LICs
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Global poverty increases for the first time since 1998 
 
6. The world saw a substantial decline in the number of people living below the extreme poverty line of 

USD 1.90 a day from 36 percent in 1990 to 10 percent in 2015. However, since then the pace has slowed; 
in 2018 9 percent of the global population or 736 million people still lived in extreme poverty. 

 
7. 2019 started with the lowest prevalence of extreme poverty ever recorded in human history—less than 

8 percent. The hopes were that this level would set the “ceiling” for a new era of even lower single-digit 
global poverty rates for the foreseeable future, yet the slowing poverty reduction rates made it look nearly 
impossible to end poverty by 2030. Only 20 million people are estimated to have escaped extreme poverty 
in 2019. 

 
8. In 2020, however, the Coronavirus pandemic led to the worst set-back in poverty reduction in at least 

three decades. According to the World Bank, up to 150 million additional people could fall into extreme 
poverty by the end of 2021. Nearly 30 percent of these people are in Africa, which risks erasing at least 
five years of developmental gains on the continent.  

 
Inequalities are growing and changing in nature 
 
9. While there has been progress in the eradication of extreme deprivations around the world, huge 

differences in human development remain. This particularly holds true for a wide range of advanced 
capabilities such as high-quality education at various institutions or access to present-day technologies. 
Countries with high human development see their share of adults with tertiary education grow at six time 
the rate of their counterparts with low human development. Similarly, fixed broadband subscriptions are 
increasing 15 times as fast in the former than the latter. The disparities in these capabilities are striking 
and consequential enough to speak of a new generation of inequalities – and are set to play a decisive role 
in determining in what position people and countries are to reach their full potential, face the challenges 
and reap the benefits ahead. 

 
10. At the same time, climate change, gender inequality and violent conflict continue to drive and entrench 

basic and new inequalities alike. According to the 2019 Human Development Report, failure to address 
these challenges will further entrench inequalities and consolidate the power and political dominance of 
the few.  

 
11. Gender inequalities persist, not least in access to food. Globally, women still had about a 13 percent higher 

chance of experiencing moderate or severe food insecurity than men, and close to 27 percent higher 
chance of being severely food insecure at the global level. It continues to hold women back and deprive 
them of basic rights and opportunities. Intra-household inequalities help explain why even when economic 
growth translates into poverty reduction, it may not necessarily reduce food insecurity and malnutrition 
for everyone.  

 
12. Rather than alleviating them, COVID-19 only cements existing inequalities. The World Bank has described 

it as an “inequality pandemic”. Not only has it set back efforts to create income equality, but has also 
visibly increased gender and social inequalities. 
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Hunger is on the rise  
 
13. In 2016, the goal of Zero Hunger (SDG 2), although ambitious, was still regarded as achievable as 

undernourishment had reduced by 50 percent since 1990. However, despite sufficient food production to 
feed the global population and more, access to food is increasingly threatened. Amidst a growing number 
of conflicts, increasing extreme weather events and economic slowdowns and downturns, the number of 
hungry people worldwide has been rising and an additional 60 million people have become chronically 
food insecure in the past five years (between 2015-2019).  

 
14. By 2030, if recent trends continue, chronic hunger could exceed 840 million, or 9.8 percent of the world's 

population, with a probable major shift in its distribution from Asia (declining from a 55 percent to a 
39 percent share) to Africa (rising from 36 percent to 52 percent). Due to COVID-19, chronic 
undernourishment may affect an additional 83 million to 132 million people in 2020 globally.  

 
15. The number of people facing acute food insecurity has also continued to increase and the severity of food 

crises appears to be deepening. In 2016, an estimated 108 million people needed urgent food assistance 
in 48 countries, whereas in 2019, this number had increased to 135 million people in 55 countries. Despite 
covering only about half the number of countries (a total of 27), the latest update of the Global Report on 
Food Crises found that more than 100 million people are facing acute hunger according to analyses carried 
out during the COVID-19 pandemic between March and September 2020. Over the course of 2020, WFP 
expects the number of acutely hungry to reach around 270 million in countries it operates.  

 
Nutrition targets will not be met with current trends  
 
16. The global burden of malnutrition in all its forms remains a challenge. According to estimates, in 2019, 

21.3 percent (144 million) of children under 5 years of age were stunted, 6.9 percent (47 million) wasted 
and 5.6 percent (38.3 million) overweight. 5.4 million children do not survive their first five years of life.  

 
17. The world is making progress and is well on track to achieve exclusive breastfeeding by 2025. However, it 

is still much behind the 2025 and 2030 targets for child stunting and low birthweight. Childhood 
overweight is not improving, and adult obesity is increasing. The prevalence of wasting is notably above 
the 2025 and 2030 targets. In addition, over 2 billion people lack essential micronutrients such as 
vitamin A, iron and zinc.  

 

1.2 Drivers of hunger 
 
18. Food insecurity and malnutrition are largely caused by three main drivers – conflict, climate shocks and 

economic disparities. While presented individually, these stressors often link to and amplify one another. 
The COVID-19 pandemic is a prime example of an economic shock, which adds another layer of challenges 
to already existing problems, exasperating these. 

 
No ease in sight for the three main drivers of food insecurity and malnutrition  
 

1.2.1 Conflicts  
 
19. Conflict impacts food security both directly and indirectly. It is felt across the entire food supply chain, 

disrupting production, harvesting, processing, transportation, financing and marketing. Destruction of 
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crops, livestock or seed stocks is not unlikely; farmers often displaced from their land or grazing areas; and 
if they are able to produce, they might not be able to reach a market to sell. Indirectly, conflict affects food 
security through its economic fallout. Rising unemployment, inflation and the erosion of public finances 
can be part of it, but conflict also often triggers deep recessions.  

 
20. The causal linkage between conflict and food insecurity is increasingly well documented. In 2019, 77 of the 

135 million acutely food insecure lived in conflict-driven crisis; the majority, 40 million people, in nine 
countries in Asia and the Middle East, where political, social and economic grievances or geopolitical 
tensions continued to fuel protracted armed conflict and violence. In 2018, the United Nations Security 
Council officially recognized the close connection between armed conflict, food insecurity and the threat 
of famine by adopting Resolution 2417, which calls for the protection of civilians by placing a central focus 
on the prohibition of food as a weapon of war. The decision followed the risk – and subsequent prevention 
– of four famines fuelled by conflict in 2017. 

 
21. Conflict-affected or otherwise fragile countries also have higher average rates of poverty, 

undernourishment and undernutrition than found in stable contexts. About half the world's poor and 
about 60 percent of the chronically hungry live in fragile or conflict-affected countries. As poverty declines 
in more stable contexts, around 80 percent of the extreme poor will live in fragile countries by 2030 if no 
action is taken.  

 
22. Since 2016, the world has become more divisive. Global peacefulness, measured by Peace Index, has 

deteriorated in four of the last five years. The number of forcibly displaced people worldwide – one main 
driver of which is conflict – has risen to a record 79.5 million in 2019, up from about half ten years earlier.  

 

1.2.2 Extreme weather events and climate change 
 
23. Extreme weather events and climate change have a profound impact on food systems and all elements of 

food security, from availability to access and effective utilization as well as stability. Climate change 
heightens uncertainty, leads to changes in crop yields and a re-distribution of pests and diseases.  

 
24. Moreover, climate shocks exacerbate new patterns of migration and displacement. They represent the 

largest trigger for new internal displacements: between 2010 and 2019, an average of 23 million people 
were displaced every year because of weather-related events and natural disasters; many more than the 
about 8 million new internal displacements per year over the same period due to conflict. Internally 
displaced persons and refugees are at high risk of food insecurity and malnutrition. Nine out of the 
ten countries with the largest number of internally displaced persons experienced a major food crisis 
in 2019. Displaced populations in these countries are largely dependent on external food assistance for 
their survival.  

 
25. In the last 50 years, the number of recorded natural disasters has tripled, with a notable rise in floods and 

droughts. Today, water scarcity already affects between 15 and 25 percent of global croplands. Climate 
change could increase hunger and malnutrition by up to 20 percent by 2050, and increase poverty, 
especially for the 2.5 billion small-scale food producers whose livelihoods depend on agriculture and 
renewable natural resources. The returns on investment in climate change adaptation are therefore 
substantial. One dollar invested in climate risk management and disaster risk reduction can save USD 4 in 
humanitarian response.  
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1.2.3 Economic slowdown or downturns 
 
26. Pathways that link economic slowdowns or downturns to food security issues are manifold. Rising 

unemployment and declining income is one of them, depreciating currencies reducing the capacity to 
import food another, often coinciding with reduced fiscal space to buffer the impact of rising food prices 
on vulnerable households. The subsequent loss of purchasing power limits access to food. Shocks, such as 
armed conflict or weather-related/natural disasters, have a lasting impact on human capital, while 
economic downturns reduce national investments in sustainable food systems, and undermine the 
affordability of nutritious food.  

 
27. Evidence for economic problems as a driver of food insecurity includes that most countries (84 percent) 

experiencing a rise in undernourishment between 2011 and 2017 simultaneously suffered an economic 
slowdown or downturn. Besides, in more than half of the countries affected by food crises in 2018, the 
compounding impact of multiple economic shocks worsened the severity of acute food insecurity, 
affecting 96 million people.  

 
28. Meanwhile, the current COVID-19 pandemic has triggered a global economic crisis of unprecedented scale. 

The world economy is forecast to contract by 4.4 percent in 2020, while working hour losses have reached 
record levels; they amount to an estimated equivalent of 495 million full-time jobs during the first wave 
of lockdowns in this year’s second quarter. Global income losses for the first nine months of 2020 are 
estimated at USD 3.5 trillion. To help countries recover, governments and central banks around the globe 
have collectively spend nearly USD 20 trillion on stimulus measures; however, this global bailout has not 
been distributed evenly worldwide.  

 
29. The joint fallout of local lockdown measures to contain the spread of the virus and the repercussions of 

the global economic recession has critically hit low- and middle-income countries. Many poorer economies 
rely on a combination of primary commodity exports, tourism and remittances. The pandemic has dealt a 
blow to all three of these. Lower international prices for primary commodities together with plummeting 
tourism receipts, capital flight – UNCTAD expects Foreign Direct Investment to contract by 40 percent – 
and remittance flows predicted to decrease by 14.5 percent over 2020 and 2021 have led to currency 
depreciation in many countries. This not only has implications for the cost of importing food but also of 
servicing USD-denominated debt.  

 
30. To make matters worse, falling revenues (from exports but also taxes, as economies slow down) coincide 

with increasing needs to spend. Fighting the pandemic requires added expenditures on health as well as 
to buffer the pandemic’s economic implications and safeguard livelihoods. Given poor countries’ more 
limited capacities to spend and provide lifelines to those in need, the pandemic can have devastating 
consequences for many, but particularly the most vulnerable. These include the world’s 2 billion informally 
employed, 80 percent of who have seen their livelihoods affected; or families who rely on remittances to 
meet their immediate food needs.  

 
31. While the global economy is expected to grow again in 2021 (by 5.2 percent), an impending debt crisis 

darkens the outlook for poorer countries. A worrisome build-up of debt had already started well before 
the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic. According to the World Bank, debt in emerging and developing 
economies rose faster and more broadly based over the last decade than at any time in the past 50 years 
– a period which saw three previous waves of debt accumulation, each of which led to financial crises in 
vulnerable economies. In 2019, total debt reached more than 170 percent of GDP, a historic peak and 
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60 percent higher than in 2010. Moreover, the profile of public debt has been changing, with private and 
non-Paris Club creditors stepping up and concessional debt in decline. In sub-Saharan Africa, about 
one third of public debt is now owed to private investors. This has led to higher debt service already before 
the onset of the pandemic, with African countries often spending more money to pay their creditors than 
on healthcare. Adding COVID-19, the IMF today classifies about half of low-income countries as in debt 
crisis or at high risk of it. Debt distress or even default can have devastating economic consequences. High 
uncertainty puts market access at risk and leads to higher borrowing costs in a moment when funds are 
most needed, thereby harming investment and growth. This can set back a country’s development by 
years – and thereby significantly impact food security.  

 

1.3 Other global trends 
 
Demographic change 
 
32. The world’s population is projected to increase to 8.5 billion by 2030. While demographic change drives 

structural changes in economies and opens opportunities, it also means growing pressure on natural 
resources and social systems.  

 
33. An ever-increasing share of the world’s growing population lives in urban areas. Fifty-five percent of the 

world’s population is already urban, a proportion that is expected to increase to 68 percent by 2050. Close 
to 90 percent of this increase will take place in Asia and Africa; and growth rates will be highest in middle- 
and low-income countries. Youths and the informally employed constitute most of the population in many 
cities of low- and middle-income countries. Whereas it is unlikely that they become formal wage workers, 
the labour outflow from rural areas and their agricultural sector will continue. Growing urbanization, 
hence, also leads to a profound transformation of rural areas.  

 
34. In Sub-Saharan Africa population growth leads to a dramatic expansion of the labour force. A net increase 

of 20 million per year for the coming two decades presents a challenge for job growth to keep pace. Since 
2000, the region has created close to 9 million jobs per year, during a period of relatively robust economic 
growth. Failure to provide young Africans a minimum level of decent jobs and economic opportunities, 
however, could lead to hunger, instability, conflict and involuntary migration. As poverty declines in more 
stable contexts, without action around 80 percent of the extreme poor will be living in fragile states by 
2030.  

 
Technology and digitalisation 
 
35. Technology and digitalization add a new twist to challenges surrounding employment. While automation, 

artificial intelligence and 3D printing may increase economic growth, their impact on the labour market is 
expected to be severe. Jobs in the order of hundreds of millions could be lost by 2030, requiring people to 
change employment and acquire new skills. This will be challenging and leave many without an income.  

 
36. Access to technology varies greatly between countries: developing countries have 67 mobile phone 

subscriptions per 100 inhabitants, half the number in very high human development index countries. For 
access to broadband, low human development countries have less than 1 subscription per 100 inhabitants, 
compared with 28 per 100 inhabitants in very high human development countries.  
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37. Technology and basic digital skills are not only becoming indispensable for an increasing share of jobs, but 
also to participate in society and access digital public services. Currently, almost 1 billion people still lack 
official identity documents; and 3.6 billion people do not have reliable access to the internet. Meanwhile, 
digital identities – out of reach to them – are already required to get a SIM card, open a bank or mobile 
money account, pay taxes and, in most places, to vote. Their growing importance has the potential to 
deepen disenfranchisement, open new forms of rights abuses, entrench social and economic exclusion as 
well as widen the digital divides between regions of the world and between women and men.  

 
People on the move  
 
38. In 2019, the number of international migrants and refugees worldwide reached 272 million, up from 

174 million in 2000. This is equivalent to 3.5 percent of the world’s population, largely unchanged from a 
century ago at around 3 percent. All regions have seen growth in absolute numbers, although at different 
levels. The highest increases since 2000 have been seen in the Middle East and North Africa (58 percent), 
sub-Saharan Africa (44 percent) and Latin America (44 percent).  

 
39. By the end of 2019, forced displacement reached a record high with 79.5 million people uprooted from 

their homes due to conflict, violence and persecution – nearly double the 41 million in 2010. This includes 
45.7 million internally displaced persons, 26 million refugees, 4.2 million asylum seekers as well as 
3.6 million mixed flows of Venezuelan migrants and refugees. Developing countries hosted 85 percent of 
the world’s refugees, with the least developed countries providing asylum to 27 percent of the total.  

 

1.4 Challenges through four dimensions  
 

40. It is not only the global context and its implications for the main driving forces behind hunger that sets the 
stage for the future evolution of food insecurity; progress on key development dimensions plays an equally 
important role. Pre-requisites to thrive in a changing world and lay the grounds for eradicating hunger 
include establishing social safety nets, securing education, child nutrition and women’s empowerment, as 
well as investing in rural infrastructure; or, taking a broader perspective, ensuring that people meet their 
essential needs and develop resilience, that investments in human capital are made and food systems are 
on a path towards sustainability.  

 
41. It is advancements in these areas that determine how the impact of shocks – conflict, climate or economic 

– as well as future trends unfolds. Without it, it will be impossible to achieve sustained and equitable 
economic growth that lifts vulnerable households out of food insecurity and protects them from easily 
sliding back and being trapped in downwards spirals once disaster strikes.  

 

1.4.1 Essential needs  
 
42. Essential needs are those goods and services that households require to ensure survival and minimum 

living standards, without resorting to negative coping mechanisms or compromising their health, dignity 
and essential livelihood assets. The fulfilment of different essential needs is closely interlinked. The ability 
to meet food and nutrition needs, for example, also depends on the ability to meet other essential needs: 
people may have to decide between spending money on healthcare or school fees or on buying different 
types of food. At the same time, being in poor health or having limited access to clean water negatively 
impacts a household’s ability to be food and nutrition secure.  
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43. Being deprived of several of their essential needs, 1.3 billion people in developing countries — 22 percent 
of the population — live in multidimensional poverty, as stated by the Human Development Report 2020. 
While multidimensional poverty has reduced in most countries over the last 10 years, this progress could 
be set back 3 to 10 years due to COVID-19 – a similar effect as seen regarding extreme poverty in monetary 
terms. Partly driven up by COVID-19, an estimated 442 million people in 63 countries affected by 
humanitarian crisis currently require assistance in order to meet their essential needs.  

 
44. Safety nets and social protection systems are key to ensure that these most basic necessities do not 

present a bottleneck to achieving healthy, free and prosperous lives. Today, only 45 percent of the global 
population — 3.5 billion people — have access to even one social protection benefit, and only 29 percent 
to a comprehensive set of programmes. Social protection coverage furthermore tends to be lower where 
it is most needed, i.e. where the prevalence of poverty, food and nutrition insecurity are the highest. In 
Latin America and the Caribbean, some 60 percent of people are covered by at least one benefit while in 
Africa, despite substantial recent expansion, that percentage stands at around 13 percent. Most of those 
not covered are women. Workers in the informal economy, and migrant workers, are also often 
overlooked. Improvements in social protection coverage worldwide are therefore urgent: at the present 
rate of progress, SDG 1.3 (on social protection coverage) will be achieved in 2084, while fragile states will 
need until 2259 to attain it.  

 

1.4.2 Human capital  
 
45. To prosper in tomorrow's world – home to a growing population and a growing number of stomachs to be 

filled, and where technology and digitization keep advancing at a rapid pace, changing the face of the 
labour force – enabling people to reach their full potential is decisive. Without proper nutrition right at 
the beginning of their lives, children are unlikely to get there. Without empowerment, women, who form 
half of the labour force in the agricultural sector, can hardly do their best. Without adequate education 
and formation, the 500 million young to join the workforce over the next decade, are unlikely to thrive. 

 
Education  
 
46. Today, more than 250 million children are out of primary or secondary school. Children in conflict-affected 

countries are more than twice as likely to be out of school, and girls in conflict-affected countries are 
2.5 times more likely to be out of school than girls in stable contexts. While about half the share of adults 
in low human development index countries have a primary education relative to very high human 
development index countries, the gap is much wider at higher education levels: a mere 3.2 percent of 
adults in low human development countries have a tertiary education, compared with 29 percent in 
developed countries.  

 
47. In low- and middle-income countries, about 300 million school children further suffer from iron-deficiency 

anaemia, causing them to lose some six IQ points per child; and about 73 million primary school children 
in low-income countries go to school hungry. These conditions translate into the equivalent of between 
200 million and 500 million schooldays lost because of ill health each year.  
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48. Promising, though, is that nearly half the world’s school children, about 388 million, received a meal at 
school every day, and 90 percent of those meals were complemented by a package of interventions to 
improve health. Comparison with 2013 data shows a rising trend in coverage throughout the previous 
decade, especially in low- and lower-middle income countries. School feeding programmes were 
increasingly institutionalized, with more than 80 percent being part of national policy and were the world’s 
most extensive social assistance programme.  

 
Nutrition  
 
49. Estimates indicate that one in seven live births, or 20.5 million babies globally, suffered from low 

birthweight in 2015 – with no progress made since 2012 and little hope to achieve the global goal of a 
30 percent reduction by 2030. Low birth weight new-borns not only have a higher risk of dying in the first 
month of life, but those who survive are also more likely to suffer from stunted growth and face increased 
risk of adult-onset chronic conditions including obesity and diabetes. The cost of healthy diets and the 
non-affordability for some 3 billion people is recognized as a major bottleneck to achieving healthy and 
productive lives.  

 
50. Stunting, an indication of prolonged malnutrition during pregnancy and the first years of life, affects 

144 million children under 5 today, or 21.3 percent, limiting their learning and income earning potential 
for life and increasing their risk of poor health including non-communicable diseases later in life.  

 
51. Beyond the immense human costs of malnutrition, the economic costs are staggering. Globally, nearly 

60 percent of the children born today will be half as productive as they could be if they had complete 
education and full health. It is estimated that undernutrition reduces GDP by 11 percent in Africa and Asia, 
while obesity costs USD 2 trillion annually from direct health-care costs and lost economic productivity 
worldwide.  

  
Women empowerment  
 
52. Women's empowerment is increasingly recognised as key in the humanitarian-development-peace nexus, 

across the United Nations system and international frameworks. While a moral necessity, this is 
indispensable from an economic perspective and with food security in mind. 47 percent of the agricultural 
workforce is female – enabling women to reach their full-potential is therefore critical to feed a growing 
population. 

 
53. As if progress in human capital development was not already lagging, COVID-19 threatens to wipe out a 

decade of gains, leaving an entire generation behind, as countries struggle to contain the virus, save lives, 
and rebuild their economies. It is estimated that the learning losses alone could result in approximately 
USD 10 trillion of earnings lost for this generation of learners, which amounts to one-tenth of global GDP.  

 

1.4.3 Resilience to shocks and stressors  
 
54. The world is stuck in a cycle of disaster–respond–repair–repeat. This implies that little progress has been 

made towards building resilience to shocks and stressors. Meanwhile, of the top 10 long term global risks 
presented by the World Economic Forum in 2020, six are environment- or climate-related; and the top five 
based on their likelihood are all climate-related. This stresses the importance to build resilience, especially 
to climate change.  
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55. Looking at the three key groups of determining factors for both the exposure to shocks and the capacity 

to cope suggests that the Coronavirus pandemic probably impacted resilience negatively. While it likely 
left geographic, social and socio-political factors – with the notable exception of health – unaffected, its 
repercussions for the economic factors underpinning resilience are large. COVID-19 has not only impacted 
personal or household income, assets and savings as well as access to credit and liquidity, but also 
macroeconomic circumstances such as inflation.  

 
1.4.4 Food systems sustainability  
 
56. Food and nutrition security is intrinsically linked to sustainable food systems, which produce safe and 

nutritious food at an affordable price; and guarantee decent livelihoods for those whose income depends 
on them. Transforming the food systems, making them fairer and more inclusive, is now being recognized 
as one of the greatest opportunities to achieve the SDGs. However, a lot remains to be done. 

 
57. Despite global gains in food production, smallholder producers and value chain actors in developing 

countries continue to suffer disproportionally from food and nutrition insecurity and struggle for decent 
livelihoods. More than 1.5 billion people cannot afford a diet that meets the required levels of essential 
nutrients and over 3 billion people cannot even afford the cheapest healthy diet.  

 
58. Many factors determine the consumer price of nutritious food and factors are found throughout food 

systems, in the realms of food production, food supply chains, food environments, as well as consumer 
demand and the political economy of food. Low levels of productivity, high production risks and 
insufficient diversification towards the production of more nutritious foods are key drivers of the cost of 
healthy diets, especially in low-income countries. Inadequate food storage, poor road infrastructure and 
limited food preservation capacity, especially for highly perishable foods, lead to food losses and 
inefficiencies along the food supply chain, which drive up the cost of nutritious foods.  

 
59. What people eat, and how that food is produced, not only affects their health, but also has major 

consequences for the state of the environment and for climate change. The food system underpinning the 
world’s current dietary patterns is responsible for around 21–37 percent of total greenhouse gas (GHG) 
emissions, which reveals it to be a major driver of climate change, even without considering other 
environmental effects. Soil degradation presents a threat to land, freshwater, and oceans. Deforestation 
and forest degradation continue to take place at alarming rates. This contributes significantly to the 
ongoing loss of biodiversity, lower agricultural productivity and thus the weakening of communities’ 
resilience to future shocks and stresses.  

 
60. In both urban and rural areas, the lack of physical access to food markets, especially to fresh fruit and 

vegetable markets, represents a formidable barrier to accessing a healthy diet, especially for the poor. 
Rapid rates of urbanization have resulted in more work-away and eat-away-from-home habits, with a 
direct impact on the demand for easy-to-prepare, highly processed foods or convenience foods that are 
often energy-dense and high in fats, sugars and/or salt and do not necessarily contribute to healthy diets.  

 
61. Trade policies, mainly protectionary trade measures and input subsidy programmes, tend to protect and 

incentivize the domestic production of staple foods, such as rice and maize, often at the detriment of 
nutritious foods, like fruits and vegetables.  
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62. In low- and lower-middle income countries, post-harvest food losses may amount to as high as 30 percent. 
Reducing post-harvest losses can be the single most efficient strategy to increase marketable food 
surpluses, improve food safety and quality, and enhance livelihood opportunities without expanding 
cultivation areas.  

 
63. The COVID-19 pandemic has shown the fragility of the global food systems and the need to make them 

more equitable, sustainable and resilient to nutritiously feed 8.5 billion people by 2030.  
  



14 
 

2. WFP in numbers since 2016 
 
64. The contribution of WFP in fighting hunger and malnutrition worldwide towards reaching ‘Zero Hunger’ 

can be depicted along two axes:  
 
1. From saving lives to changing lives … 
 
WFP’s interventions lie along a continuum from saving lives in 
emergencies to changing lives by building resilience and addressing the 
underlying drivers of hunger and malnutrition.  

 
 
2. … through delivering and enabling 
 
WFP delivers food, cash-based assistance and trainings directly to beneficiaries and also enables 
communities, partners and governments, through capacity-strengthening and service provisions, 
to meet people’s food security, nutrition and essential needs. 
 
 
65. WFP’s interventions span across these two axes, simultaneously delivering and enabling with the dual 

objective of saving lives and changing lives: 
 

 
 

66. In a particular country context, WFP can be concurrently saving lives and changing lives since the 
longer-term efforts to build resilience and address the underlying drives of hunger can continue in the 
midst of shocks, with interventions jointly contributing to humanitarian, development and peace 
outcomes. Similarly, WFP can be both delivering and enabling at the same time, reaching beneficiaries 
directly and simultaneously providing capacity-strengthening and service provisions to communities, 
partners and governments. 
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2.1 Beneficiary numbers and transfer values  
 
67. Since the development of the last Strategic Plan in 2016, in response to rising hunger and the multiplication 

of crises around the world, WFP has stepped up and increased the number of people reached from 
82.2 million (in 2016) to 97.1 million (in 2019). 

 
Number of people assisted by WFP (2016-2019) 

 
 
68. For unconditional resource transfers, the number of beneficiaries WFP assisted increased from 

54.5 million in 2016 to 60.8 million in 2019, including 27.9 million beneficiaries with cash-based transfers 
(CBTs), out of which 7.6 million were refugees.  

 
69. For nutrition-specific interventions, the number of beneficiaries reached increased from 12.8 million in 

2016 to 17.2 million in 2019, including 6.3 million pregnant and lactating women and girls (3.3 million for 
malnutrition treatment and 3 million for prevention). Since 2016, 1.25 million beneficiaries were reached 
with targeted nutrition assistance through HIV-specific and tuberculosis (TB) specific programmes.  

 
70. For school-feeding programmes, WFP increased its assistance from 14.9 million children in 2016 to 

17.3 million in 2019 (of which 50 percent were girls), with 430,000 girls and boys provided with take-home 
rations in the form of food or CBTs. In addition, WFP provided technical assistance to governments in 
74 countries where a total of 155 million children receive school meals through national school feeding 
programmes.  

 
71. For asset creation and livelihood support, WFP reached 9.6 million people in 2019, compared to 

10.5 million people in 2016. From 2014 to 2019, WFP-supported communities rehabilitated over 
1.5 million hectares of land, built or repaired 79,000 km of roads, and constructed or restored over 
53,000 ponds, wells or reservoirs worldwide. 
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Breakdown of WFP’s assistance by intervention (2016-2019) 

 
 
72. Out of the total number of beneficiaries assisted in 2019, 29.5 million were girls, 28.9 million boys, 

23 million women and 15.7 million men (compared to 25.4 million girls, 24.7 million boys, 17.6 million 
women and 14.5 million men in 2016). Similarly, by residence status, 68.1 million residents, 15.5 million 
internally displaced people (IDPs), 2.9 million returnees and 10.6 million refugees were assisted in 2019 
(compared to 59.1 million residents, 15.1 million IDPs, 1.6 million returnees and 6.4 million refugees in 
2016). 

 
Breakdown of WFP’s assistance by sex, age and residence status (2016-2019) 

 
73. For the past 10 years, WFP has been reaching more people with increasingly diversified transfer modalities, 

including CBTs, food, capacity strengthening and service provision.  
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74. Cash-based transfers especially have grown exponentially by 866 percent from 2011 to 2019, on average 
34 percent each year, making WFP the single largest global agency for delivery of cash across a full 
spectrum of humanitarian and development contexts. Globally, the number of countries using CBTs 
increased from 10 in 2009 to 64 in 2019. By the end of 2019, WFP worked with 171 financial service 
providers worldwide including banks, microfinance institutions, mobile money operators and money 
transfer agents to make cash available to beneficiaries, and with 4,100 retailers.  

 
75. Alongside cash assistance, food transfers have grown by 17 percent, from 3.6 million mt in 2011 to 

4.2 million mt in 2019. These have also increased in quality; the use and scale up of fortified staple foods 
to address vitamin and mineral deficiencies (hidden hunger) remains a priority for WFP as one of the most 
cost-effective ways to achieve SDG 2, Zero Hunger. In 2019, WFP distributed 370,000 mt of fortified foods 
(e.g. iodized salt, fortified rice, wheat flour, maize flour, and oil), as well as 287,000 mt of specialized 
nutritious foods (SNFs), especially for the treatment and prevention of malnutrition. 

 
76. In addition to cash-based and food transfers, WFP works to improve national policies and capacities, social 

protection systems, and food systems through capacity strengthening and service provision. Capacity 
strengthening transfers include materials, equipment, knowledge, skills and other resources, which are 
directly transferred to individual beneficiaries, communities, partners or government counterparts to 
augment their capacities and complement the objectives of cash-based and food transfers. Service 
provision consists of WFP‘s humanitarian services in the fields of logistics coordination and support, air 
services, emergency telecommunications and, together with FAO, food security cluster coordination. It 
also includes providing partner agencies and governments access to systems and platforms that enable 
them to transfer entitlements to beneficiaries. Capacity strengthening and service provision transfers have 
increased by 300 percent from 2011 to 2019, from USD 158 million in 2012 to USD 632 million in 2019.  

 
Modalities used to reach beneficiaries (2011-2019) 

 

 
 
77. The number of daily rations (per person/year) increased significantly between 2016 and 2019, meaning 

that beneficiaries are receiving assistance for longer periods of time. WFP distributed the equivalent of 
23.9 billion daily rations to 97.1 million beneficiaries in 2019, compared to 13 billion daily rations to 
82.2 million beneficiaries in 2016. On average, each beneficiary therefore received 246 rations in 2019, 
compared to 158 rations in 2016. This can be explained by increasing protracted crisis around the world, 
and also that beneficiaries, including children receiving school meals and nutritionally vulnerable 
individuals, are consistently receiving prolonged essential support, increasing the likelihood of achieving 
WFP’s food security, health and nutritional objectives. 
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Number of daily rations (2016-2019) 

 
 

2.2 Field expenditures  
 
78. WFP’s expenditure has increased by nine percent yearly since 2012 (Compound Annual Growth Rate - 

CAGR), from 4.2 billion in 2012 to 7.7 billion in 2019. In particular, there has been a 14 percent increase 
between 2018 and 2019, amounting to about USD 1 billion.  

 
79. This growth (+9 percent CAGR) between 2012 and 2019 has been largely driven by an increase in transfer 

value to beneficiaries (+12.9 percent CAGR), including expansion in the number of people reached and/or 
the monetary value of the transfer per beneficiary. As previously stated, the largest average annual 
increases were in CBT (41.9 percent) and Capacity Strengthening and Service Provision (21.9 percent), 
followed by Food (2.8 percent). In addition, the cost per ration increased from .34 USD in 2016 to .61 USD 
in 2019.  

 
80. Comparatively, the increase between 2012 and 2019 has been more moderate (+6.4 percent CAGR) for 

delivery costs (for food/CBT) and much lower (+2.1 percent CAGR) for organizational costs 
(implementation and direct support costs). As a result, the ‘Cost to Serve’ (i.e., delivery cost + 
organizational cost) has dropped from 51 percent of annual expenditures in 2012, to 37 percent in 2019. 
This means that the majority of WFP expenditure (63 percent) in 2019 corresponded to transfers to 
beneficiaries (i.e. food, CBT, capacity strengthening and service provision).  
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Evolution of expenditures (2012-2019) 

 
 

2.3 Contributions and funding requirements 
 
81. This scale-up of WFP's interventions and beneficiaries has only been possible as a result of a significant 

increase in contributions from USD 5.8 billion in 2016, to USD 8.1 billion in 2019. However, because 
emergencies have also grown in frequency, intensity and complexity, compounded with persisting chronic 
hunger and underlying vulnerabilities, funding requirements have unfortunately increased faster than 
contributions. Consequently, there was a larger gap in funding in 2019 (USD 4 billion) compared to 2016 
(USD 3.1 billion). 

 
 

Funding requirements compared to contributions (2016-2019) 
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3. Portfolio Analysis  
 
3.1 Global 
 
82. Looking at WFP’s field expenditures in 2019: 
 

• 78 percent were focused on Saving Lives through emergency preparedness and response, while 22 percent 
on Changing Lives by building resilience and addressing the underlying drivers of hunger; and  

 

• 90 percent corresponded to Delivering food and cash-based assistance to beneficiaries, while 10 percent to 
Enabling communities, partners and governments through capacity strengthening and service provision. 

 
83. In 2019, the majority of WFP’s assistance (72 percent of field expenditure) was focused on delivering food 

and cash-based assistance in emergency contexts (i.e., ‘Delivering to Save Lives’). This was the case of 
58 Country Offices (70 percent of COs). In fact, WFP has been responding to an increasing number of 
emergencies worldwide: from 14 Level 2 and 3 emergencies in 2016, to 17 in 2020. However, beyond 
emergency contexts, 84 percent of COs (70 COs) also provided direct assistance to increase resilience and 
address underlying drivers of food insecurity and malnutrition (i.e. ‘Delivering to Change Lives’), 
corresponding to 20 percent of WFP’s direct assistance.  

 
84. Beyond delivering food and cash-based assistance, more and more, WFP is enabling communities, partners 

and governments through capacity strengthening and service provision. In 2019, about two-thirds 
(63 percent) of these expenditures were in emergencies (i.e. ‘Enabling to Save lives’), while one-third 
(37 percent) were in non-emergency contexts (i.e. ‘Enabling to Change Lives’). Looking at COs, 48 COs 
(58 percent) were implementing such activities in emergencies, while an even higher number of them, 
77 COs (93 percent), were doing so in non-emergency contexts. As mentioned, expenditures for capacity 
strengthening and service provision have grown by 21.9 percent annually since 2012.  
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85. Given that more countries are steadily moving towards middle income status with increasing national 

capacity and resources, WFP’s ‘Enabling’ assistance through more knowledge-based transfers is becoming 
more relevant and sustainable. This growing ‘Enabling’ agenda includes an expanding number of 
mechanisms to facilitate such engagement, such as WFP’s Centres of Excellence and other South-South 
cooperation instruments.   
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Return on Investment (RoI): ‘Enabling’ 

 
 

In many instances, working through existing national systems and providing WFP’s expertise and services to partners and 

government counterparts can have a high Return on Investment (RoI). 

For example, in India WFP’s work focuses on supporting the Government to strengthen the systems that enable it to deliver some 

of the largest-scale social protection programmes on the planet.  WFP has provided technical support for improving targeting, 

reducing leakages, optimizing supply chains and improving the nutritional value of the national Targeted Public Distribution System, 

a food-based safety net that reaches over 800 million people per day.  At an average annual cost of USD 4 million, WFP’s technical 

support has indirectly impacted nearly 200 million beneficiaries.  At a cost to WFP of only two cents per beneficiary, the India 

experience demonstrates the potential for cost-efficient impact at scale.   

In Malawi, WFP has worked with the government since 2015 to build flexibility into the national social protection system to respond 

to recurrent ‘lean season’ crises and foster linkages with the humanitarian sector. Key elements of the system (targeting, payments 

and accountability) were strengthened to the extent that development donors provided financial support to a lean season 

emergency response for the first time in 2019. The additional support enabled Malawi to assist 38 percent additional food-insecure 

people than would otherwise have been possible and, consequently, humanitarian donors to redirect scarce humanitarian 

resources elsewhere. Further, support through government channels resulted in cost-efficiency gains compared to a traditional 

WFP direct response. 

WFP’s ‘enabling’ work has also succeeded in mobilizing greater resources in Haiti where WFP supported the Government to put in 

place a social protection policy and targeting database.  While WFP retains a significant ‘delivering’ role in Haiti, it is WFP’s 

investments in ‘enabling’ that are paying off in terms of impact at scale. Based on WFP’s work and strengthening of governmental 

systems, IFIs allocated USD 75 million in 2020 to the Government of Haiti for policy implementation.  This is the beginning of a long-

term, nationally owned social protection system for Haiti.     

WFP has been supporting the scale up of fortified rice in Peru since 2017, initially focused on increased advocacy and 

communications capacity to the national school feeding programme, Qali Warma. In 2019, WFP supported the government to bring 

together more than 130 small and medium rice millers to produce fortified rice as part of the meals provided by Qali Warma. In its 

first year of implementation, 12,500 MT of fortified rice was produced and distributed to two million children. 

In Nepal, WFP invested USD 18 million in capacity strengthening activities to help embed the school feeing programme in Nepal’s 

national system. Since 2017, with WFP’s support, the national budget for school feeding has almost quadrupled (from 

USD 20 million in 2017 to almost USD 70 million in 2020) allowing an increase in the number of children reached through the 

national, cash-based school meals programme from 286,392 children in 2017 to 2.8 million children in 2020, accounting for 

95 percent of the total caseload in 2020. At the same time external support from donors has decreased and the share of children 

in donor supported food-based school meals programmes has fallen, illustrating a successful transition process and demonstrating 

that supporting governments to expand their own programmes is more sustainable and cost efficient in the long run.  

In several countries, for example the Philippines, WFP’s emergency preparedness activities have strengthened the capacity of 

governments to proactively plan for and respond to recurrent, devastating typhoons. In terms of improving response, the 

Humanitarian Return on Investment (H-RoI) project found that enhanced emergency preparedness supports, on average, a 14-day 

time reduction between the occurrence of a crisis and the initial response, directly leading to lives saved and less suffering. In 

addition, preparedness offers a median financial saving of 0.5 dollars for each dollar invested. 
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3.2 By country  
86. Looking at CO operations, the majority (69 percent or 56 COs) have mixed portfolios of activities that both 

‘Save Lives’ and ‘Change Lives’. The allocation of funds is very context-specific and COs are evenly split 
between those that spend more to ‘Save Lives’ (41 COs) and those that invest more to ‘Change Lives’ 
(40 COs). In fact, few COs expend exclusively in one area or another; decision-making is generally guided 
by the optimum mix of activities for a particular country context across the continuum from saving to 
changing lives towards Zero Hunger.  

 
 
 

3.3 By region  
 
87. Recognizing that preparing for and responding to emergencies remains a paramount focus of WFP, the 

differences in apportionment of funding allocations is even more apparent from a regional perspective: 
For example, and notably because of the number and sizes of emergencies, the Regional Bureau Cairo 
(RBC) spent the majority of its funds in 2019 to ‘Save Lives’ (i.e. 78 percent), but nevertheless also invested 
more structurally and longer-term to ‘Change Lives’ (i.e. 22 percent); In addition, while mostly ‘Delivering’ 
food and cash-based assistance to beneficiaries (i.e. 95 percent), RBC also invested in ‘Enabling’ 
communities, partners and governments through capacity strengthening and service provision 
(i.e. 5 percent), mostly for emergency preparedness and response. In the Regional Bureau Bangkok (RBB), 
while still spending most of its funding to ‘Save Lives’ (i.e. 66 percent), RBB expended proportionally more 
than RBC to ‘Change Lives’ (i.e. 34 percent) and for ‘Enabling’ communities, partners and governments to 
build resilience and addressing the underlying drivers of hunger (i.e. 14 percent). Looking at the six regions, 
it is apparent that funding allocations are context specific and linked to the realities on the ground and the 
characteristics of each country. 
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