Food Security 101

FOOD SECURITY AND URBANIZATION: AN OVERVIEW

Spikes in the price of food in 2008 and again in 2010 and 2011 added approximately 200 million
people to the ranks of the hungry and malnourished in the world. The spikes contributed to urban
food riots, political unrest, and awakened society to the reality that the current trajectory in food
production and distribution is likely unsustainable. Urbanization and growth of the global middle
class, primarily in countries like China and India, are among the most important contributors to the
crisis. Other causes include climate change, growth of global markets, price speculation, export
embargoes, and a two-decade long decline in investment in agriculture. Undeniably, the problem is
partly manmade. Sustainably increasing the global food supply, while simultaneously prioritizing
the accessibility and affordability of nutritious food at the local level, thus represents a defining
challenge of the 21st century.

As defined by the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) World Food Summit in 1996, food
security requires that “all people at all times have access to sufficient, safe, nutritious food to
maintain a healthy and active life.”! Figure 1 delineates the multiple dimensions of this topic,
highlighting three key core concerns — food production, access, and utilization — and outlines
their associated challenges. Thus, in focusing on the impact of urbanization on food security, one
may look to a truly broad range of critical issues, ranging from the economic, including questions of
supply and demand; the environmental, including questions of the location (e.g. food sheds) and
natural systems (e.g. climate, water, soil); to the social, including health (e.g. diet), food access
(price and distribution centers) and governance, including global, national, and local policies
affecting food security.

Figure 1: Mapping Food Security in a Rapidly Urbanizing World

Climate Variation and Degradation -
- Temperature/rainfall changes impact
lobal agricultural yields & production.
- Agricultural sector currently produces a
significant % of Greenhouse Gas Emissions.
- Groundwater and aquifer depletion
critical for agriculture.

Sites of Production -

Urban food supply originates in:
- Rural and International Imports (Mainly Staples)
- Urban and Peri-Urban Production (UPU)

- High value commodities, i.e.
fresh vegetables, fish, meat/dairy.
- Represents 15-20% of world
food supply (and a larger % in SSA).
- Critical for shock management.
- Urban growth reduces arable land

<

- Represent majority of food supply.

- Highly vulnerableto climate
variation and international
trade/policy.

- International imports challenge
local “food sovereignty.”

Food/Health Culture -

- More advertising / influences.

- More sub-optimal food choice.

- More sedentary lifestyles, obesity.

- Increase in human & zoonotic diseases

Processing and Packaging - impacting utilization,

- Presence of processed and pack
aged foods higher in urban areas
due to ease of transport, shelf life.

- Impact carbon footprint, health.

Utilization

Availability

Water & Sanitation
Infrastructure -
- Key to utilization due to issues of

Distance Traveled -
- Majority of urban

food supply travels Pricing -
long distances to - Urban food supply
consumers, presenting  costs more than rural.
challenges of food - Imports often
safety, as well as carbon ~ cheaper than local
footprint. products.
Sites of Acquisition -
- Increasing presence of ~ Food Preparation -
super market retail - Urban populations rely more on

chains in urban areas
alters procurement
and distribution.

- Formal markets less
common in slum /
informal areas

pre-prepared food (street vendors, etc.)
due to relative costs of shopping, cooking
(fuel and storage, etc.) than their rural
counterparts.

- Employment type/location/income
effects this decision as well.

increased infectious disease and
water borne illness in urban areas
of developing world.

Diet Shift -
- Urban population more likely to
consume “modern” highly processed foods.
- Higher incomes result’in increased
meat and dairy consumption.
- Demand for year-round availability.

Emergency Food Networks -

- Cash incomes and limited/no production make
urban populations vulnerable to price shocks
and system failures.

- Public food banks are more common in urban
areas, but community support networks are
often weaker than in'rural.




ADDITIONAL RESOURCES

= Food for the Cities discusses the link between food security, urbanization, and the particular
burden this places on the urban poor, women and children.

» Food and Agriculture: the Future of Sustainability illustrates how leading thinkers imagine our
future food and agriculture world, highlighting significant trends and the important priorities in
the next 20 years to ensure sustainable food and agriculture systems.

» Foreign Policy’s Food Issue details the global ramifications of a world with increasingly volatile
food production.

»  Witness to Hunger is a project about the participation and action of those who know firsthand
the experience of raising a child on a limited income. The photographers of the project are
mothers and caregivers of young children who used digital cameras to frame the issues most
important to them and to their children.

» Food studies at Penn include events and other on-campus resources dedicated to exploring
food issues.

"FAO World Food Summit, 2006. Accessed at: http://www.who.int/trade/glossary/story028/en/


ftp://ftp.fao.org/docrep/fao/012/ak824e/ak824e00.pdf
http://www.un.org/esa/dsd/dsd_sd21st/21_pdf/agriculture_and_food_the_future_of_sustainability_web.pdf
http://www.foreignpolicy.com/the_food_issue
http://www.witnessestohunger.org/
http://www.library.upenn.edu/collections/rbm/foodstudies/

