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Population, food security, nutrition and sustainable development
INTRODUCTION: CAN THE WORLD FEED A 
POPULATION OF NEARLY 10 BILLION IN 
2050?
The question of population growth has long been con-
nected with the topic of food security. Since the 1960s, 
global growth in agricultural production has outpaced 
population increase. However, this success has come at 
high costs: first, food systems are already exceeding some 
planetary boundaries for key resources and are generating 
tremendous food loss and waste. Second, current diets 
are resulting in premature mortality and susceptibility to 
both chronic and infectious diseases. Third, food systems 
continue to be linked with vast inequalities, including the 
persistence of hunger and food insecurity and the strug-
gle for decent livelihoods by workers across food systems. 
The interrelationships between population, food security, 
nutrition and sustainable development involve more than 
a mere sufficiency of calories for a growing population. 
To ensure a healthy future for both people and planet, 
the growing population must be fed in a manner that is 
healthy, equitable and sustainable.

FOOD SYSTEMS ARE LEAVING TOO MANY 
HUNGRY, WHILE INCREASING OTHER 
TYPES OF MALNUTRITION
Despite progress in reducing both the number of under-
nourished persons and the prevalence of undernour-
ishment in recent decades, in 2019, almost 690 million 
people, or 8.9 per cent of the global population, were un-
dernourished.  Furthermore, after more than a decade of 
steady decline, the number of undernourished people has 
been rising since 2014 and is now back at levels seen in 
the period 2008–2009 (see figure I). The stall in global 
progress against undernourishment has been driven by 
many factors, including economic slowdowns, armed con-
flicts, humanitarian emergencies, disease outbreaks, pest 
infestations and adverse consequences of climate change, 
including drought and extreme weather events. In gen-
eral, undernourishment is closely linked with poverty, 
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Summary
Population lies at the heart of sustainable development, 
including efforts to create sustainable and equitable 
food systems. Population trends, including population 
growth, urbanization, changing age distributions, 
changes in health and mortality, rural-urban migration 
and international migration, are closely linked to many 
aspects of food systems. The Programme of Action of the 
International Conference on Population and Development 
(ICPD) emphasizes individual rights and human 
development, especially for women and girls, as well as 
sustainable consumption and production. An evidence-
based understanding of the interrelationships between 
demographic trends and food systems, food security and 
nutrition, as well as relevant policy responses, will be an 
essential input to broader international discussions of 
hunger, food security, nutrition and food systems in 2021, 
including at the high-level political forum on sustainable 
development, the United Nations Food Systems Summit 
and the Nutrition for Growth Summit.

Source: Adapted from Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO) 
and others, The State of Food Security and Nutrition in the World 2020, figure 1. 
Note: Values for 2019 are projected.

Figure 1
Global number and percentage of undernourished persons, 
2005–2019
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inequalities and social exclusion.
The world is not on track to meet globally agreed 

targets in fighting the multiple burdens of undernutrition, 
micronutrient deficiencies and overweight/obesity. The 
global prevalence of stunting (low height for age among 
children under age 5) in 2019 was 21.3 per cent, or 144 mil-
lion children affected. Globally, 6.9 per cent of children 
under age 5 in 2019 suffered from wasting, a sign of severe 
acute malnutrition, above the global target of less than 5 
per cent by 2025. Worldwide in 2016, one in three women 
of reproductive age (15–49 years) were affected by anae-
mia. At the same time, 6 per cent of children under age 5, 
20.6 per cent of children aged 5–9, 17.3 per cent of adoles-
cents aged 10–19, and 38.9 per cent of adults (aged 18 or 
older) were overweight1.

A key reason why millions of people around the 
world suffer from hunger, food insecurity and malnutri-
tion is that they cannot afford the cost of healthy diets 
that would meet their food and nutrient needs. In many 
instances, the cost of healthy diets exceeds the interna-
tional poverty line, established at $1.90 purchasing power 
parity per day. Estimates suggest that healthy diets are 

1 Estimate for children under age 5 refers to 2019; for other age groups, 
estimates refer to 2016.

unaffordable for more than 3 billion people in the world 
(see figure II).2 

Worldwide, only 19 per cent of children aged 6–23 
months eat a minimally acceptable diet. Inadequate nu-
trition and anaemia among women contribute to poor 
health and development outcomes for mothers and chil-
dren. One study concluded that unhealthy diets are now 
responsible for more adult deaths and disability world-
wide than tobacco use. Older persons may face non-com-
municable disease risks due to poor nutrition earlier in 
life. They may also have age-related conditions, limited 
mobility or insufficient social support, which can inter-
fere with obtaining or consuming sufficient amounts of 
nutritious food.

FOOD SYSTEMS ARE INCREASINGLY 
VULNERABLE DUE TO PRESSURES ON 
NATURAL ECOSYSTEMS AND CLIMATE
Food production occupies 50 per cent of the Earth’s 
habitable land, accounts for 70 per cent of freshwater 
consumption and produces around a quarter of global 

2 This figure is calculated by assuming that unaffordability occurs when the 
cost of a healthy diet exceeds the average estimated income in a country, 
assuming that 63 per cent of income is allocated to food. See FAO and 
others, The State of Food Security and Nutrition in the World 2020.

Figure 2
Percentage of population that cannot afford a healthy dieta
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Source: FAO and others, The State of Food Security and Nutrition in the World 2020. 
a The boundaries and names shown and the designations used on this map do not imply official endorsement or acceptance by the United Nations. The final boundary be-

tween South Sudan and the Sudan has not yet been determined. The dotted line represents approximately the line of control in Jammu and Kashmir agreed upon by India and 
Pakistan. The final status of Jammu and Kashmir has not yet been agreed upon by the parties.
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greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions. Food production is a 
major driver of biodiversity loss and of air and water pol-
lution, deforestation, soil degradation, antibiotic-re-
sistant bacteria and water scarcity. Food loss and waste 
amount to between 25 and 30 per cent of total food pro-
duction and account for between 8 and 10 per cent of 
GHG emissions. Climate change already affects food se-
curity through changing precipitation patterns and an in-
creased frequency of extreme events, such as heatwaves, 
floods and droughts. The impacts are especially severe 
in low- and middle-income countries, where many peo-
ple depend on agriculture for their livelihoods and where 
food security and adaptive capacity are low.

While population growth is an important driver of 
increased food demand, its impact is amplified by changes 
in the types and quantities of food demanded per person. 
As per capita income has increased, diets have changed to 
include both more calories and more varied and expen-
sive foods. Certain food and food production choices have 
higher environmental burdens in terms of greenhouse gas 
emissions (see figure III), water use, land use, energy use 
and nitrogen and phosphorus applications. Encouraging 

consumption of healthier diets that include sustainability 
considerations would require a range of actions that com-
bine nutrition education campaigns with economic meas-
ures and changes to food environments.

Health and sustainability considerations are inter-
twined with questions about the affordability of diets. In 
high-income countries, major reductions in consumption 
of animal source foods are needed in order to meet health 
and environmental goals. In many low-income countries, 
however, current consumption of animal source foods is 
often insufficient to meet micronutrient needs, especially 
among young children.  Thus, a nuanced approach is re-
quired in promoting dietary changes in different contexts 
and locations, with an urgent need for actions throughout 
the food chain to increase the supply and affordability of 
nutrient-rich foods, including plant-based proteins, fruits 
and vegetables.  

FOOD SYSTEMS ARE IMPORTANT 
SOURCES OF LIVELIHOODS
It is estimated that the livelihoods of about 4.5 billion 
people globally are tied to food systems. Too often, those 
working in food systems are themselves affected by pov-
erty and hunger. Transitions from traditional agricultural 
societies to modern economies dominated by manufac-
turing and services must ensure expanded off-farm job 
opportunities while improving employment conditions 
in the agricultural sector. New agricultural technologies 
must be evaluated in terms of how well they meet the 

In 2020, lockdowns to prevent the spread of COVID-19 disrupted 
food supply chains and caused an economic recession with 
massive loss of livelihoods and reduced spending on nutritious 
food. School closures disrupted school feeding programmes for 
an estimated 370 million schoolchildren. Malnutrition has also 
likely increased owing to health-care failures, as overburdened 
systems are forced to divert resources from essential activities, 
including antenatal care, micronutrient supplementation, and 
the prevention and treatment of childhood diarrhoea, infections 
and acute malnutrition.
COVID-19 is amplifying humanitarian needs. The prevalence 
of acute food insecurity is likely to increase in food insecurity 
“hotspots” in early 2021, owing to expanding conflict, 
macroeconomic crises exacerbated by COVID-19, weather 
extremes and desert locusts. 
Adverse effects of the crisis have been disproportionately high 
for some migrant workers, who have been heavily affected by 
travel disruptions and job losses. As of October 2020, the World 
Bank projected that migrant remittances globally would fall by 
7.2 per cent from 2019 levels, to $508 billion, and by a further 
7.5 per cent in 2021, with likely impacts on the food security 
of migrants’ households and communities of origin, which may 
also have to absorb the return of migrant family members.

Box 1
COVID-19 is exacerbating pre-existing challenges to 
food security and nutrition

Source: Stephen John Clune, Enda Crossin, and Karli Verghese, “Systematic review 
of greenhouse gas emissions for different fresh food categories”, Journal of Cleaner 
Production, vol. 140, No. 2 (2017).

Figure 3
CO2 emissions for selected broad food categories

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

2
OC gk

-
enob ro ecudorp gk/qe

-
tae

m eerf



4  United  Nat ions  Depar tment  of  Economic  and Socia l  Af fa i rs  Apr i l  2021

needs and demands of family farmers to improve produc-
tivity and incomes, as well as how much they improve the 
sustainability and resilience of agriculture, and in terms 
of access for women. 

Women make up over 37 per cent of the world’s rural 
agricultural employment, a figure that rises to 48 per cent 
for low-income countries. Women face disadvantages in 
access to productive assets, inputs and services, includ-
ing land, livestock, labour, education, and extension and 
financial services. Containment measures for COVID-19 
pose new challenges for rural women in maintaining 
household food security and in their roles as agricultural 
producers, farm managers, food processors, traders, wage 
workers and entrepreneurs.

Rural populations and the agricultural workforce are 
ageing in many parts of the world. In Africa and Asia, a 
high proportion of workforce participation by older per-
sons is in agriculture.  It is important to ensure that older 
farmers are included in access to technologies and pro-
ductive resources.

SELECTED CONCLUSIONS AND 
RECOMMENDATIONS
Population patterns and trends cut across all five action tracks 
of the United Nations Food Systems Summit: access to safe 
and nutritious food, sustainable consumption patterns, 
nature-positive production, equitable livelihoods and re-
silience. Governments are encouraged to actively partic-
ipate in the preparations for the Summit and to engage 
with diverse stakeholders to identify opportunities for 
improved collective action at the territorial, national, re-
gional and global levels.

Solutions to combat environmental and health harms of 
food systems can be synergistic. Policy approaches includ-
ing incentives, regulations and dietary guidelines can en-
courage people to adopt healthy diets based on foods that 
that also have lower environmental burdens. Government 
policies can create market incentives to encourage shifts 
in production, while also using consumer education and 

school curricula to affect consumption habits. Policies to 
promote healthy diets should focus on actions that can 
simultaneously reduce risks of both the nutritional defi-
ciencies associated with underweight, wasting and stunt-
ing and those dietary imbalances that are responsible for 
the rising prevalence of overweight and obesity.

Implementation of the ICPD Programme of Action will 
contribute to food security and improved nutrition. Efforts 
to increase education, prevent child marriage, reduce 
adolescent pregnancy and improve nutrition and access 
to family planning can help reduce risks to women’s and 
children’s health. Nutrition education and assistance can 
be integrated into programmes for general education, so-
cial protection, and health care, including for sexual and 
reproductive health-care services.

Addressing the impacts of COVID-19 can have long-term 
benefits. Actions to improve food security and nutrition in 
the context of the COVID-19 pandemic – including tar-
geted social protection programmes, protections for vul-
nerable food system workers, protections for import-de-
pendent countries and increased diversity and resilience 
of production and distribution systems – can also contrib-
ute to a long-term transformation of food systems. 

Policies to improve food security, nutrition and social 
protection should benefit women, young people, older per-
sons and others living in vulnerable situations. Many actors 
and partners are needed to coordinate the myriad pro-
grammes and policies in this area and to ensure that all 
people can secure the livelihoods they need to escape 
poverty, achieve food security and meet other needs. 

A sustainable transformation of food and agricultural 
systems is required globally at all levels. This will require 
international cooperation, including regional and South-
South cooperation, and engagement with stakeholders, 
including the private sector and civil society. However, 
there are no one-size-fits-all solutions; policies have to 
take into account local contexts, the impact of such trans-
formations on the livelihoods of persons currently work-
ing in agriculture and the job opportunities available to 
them.


