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Introduction 

We are living in a world with a lot of inequalities: while people in the wealthiest countries in the world have 

access to running water, electricity, and gas for heating, over 800 million people are suffering from hunger, 

who are underfed or badly fed, and one in three people are not sure to get adequate food every day (United 

Nations, 2022, July 25). These figures have not changed since 2016. 

The sustainable development goals were elaborated in 2015, and the Millennium Development Goals before 

them were signed in 2000. We wanted to reduce hunger and malnutrition, and now we're targeting eliminating 

them by 2030. The second objective of the SDGs also includes doubling agricultural productivity and reducing 

food insecurity.  

To contextualize the problem,  almost 9% of the world population suffers from hunger (United Nations, 2022).. 

Most of these people live in Asia and Africa. About 189 million Indians (14% of the Indian population) were 

under-nourished before COVID (FAO, IFAD, UNICEF, WFP, & WHO, 2020). Sixty-six million school-going 

children in developing countries are hungry while in class (WFP, 2012), reducing their ability to concentrate 

and learn. Not only are these children undernourished, but they are also malnourished. In sub-Saharan Africa, 

23% of the population eats poorly. Poor nutrition is the cause of almost 45% of children dying at less than 

five years of age. That is 3.1 million children every year. Malnutrition not only causes stunting for 149 million 

children (158 million in 2016), it also causes the brain not growing (Wiseman, 2022), higher illness, lower 

learning, and underproductivity (WHO, 2015, November 19). About 40 million Indian children of less than 

five years of age (almost 35% of Indian children of that age group) suffer from stunting (FAO et al., 2020). 

The problem is not just that people don't have food more than once a day, it is also the uncertainty that, on a 

given day, they will have any food at all. This uncertainty is the problem of food insecurity.  

This food insecurity is exacerbated because 75% of agricultural diversity has disappeared from the fields and 

has been replaced by cash crops for exports. On the supply side, women farmers are often underproductive 

because they do not have adequate education or financial resources. About 1.4 billion people don't have access 

to electricity and therefore do not have the complementary factors that could increase farm productivity. This 

means that poor people worldwide do not have physical, mental, financial, or technical resources to do 
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something to elevate themselves out of poverty. Moreover, we have known for some time now that climate 

change reduces food supply through the rising of the seas, droughts, tempests, and floods. 

Yet despite the laudatory objectives of SDG 2 and some progress till 2019, we have witnessed the problem 

worsening during the last three years. 

 

Recent news on food shortages 

Why has the problem grown in this year and the preceding years? The three most essential elements are the 

continuing effects of COVID, conflicts, and climate changes owing to global warming (The Economist, 2022, 

March 9). These factors have intertwined to create a supply chain crisis and inflation, both of which have led 

to reduced supply, increasing inequalities, and inadequate purchasing power in the hands of poorer people. 

 

A. Covid and food shortages 

In many countries, COVID has resulted in loss of jobs and created problems of crop production and supply 

chain bottlenecks. The cumulative number of COVID cases has actually more than doubled this year, from 

289 million at the end of 2021 to 605 million in September 5, 2022 (Johns Hopkins University, 2022, 

September 5) . Confirmed statistics indicate that about 1 million people died in 2022, up from 5.5 million 

deaths till December 31, 2021. Even though the fatality rate has slowed, the loss of productivity from illness 

remains high. There is some evidence that COVID led to an increase in poverty and inequalities in many 

countries and that education facilities worsened for poorer children (Yonzan, Cojocaru, Lakner, Mahler, & 

Narayan, 2022, Jan 18). Covid has disrupted the supply chain of all goods, including food, thus leading to 

higher prices (The Economist, 2022, March 9). Indeed, the Food and Agricultural Organization (FAO) 

revealed that the food price index went up by 7.9% over its value a year ago. However, it has been coming 

down in the last few months (FAO, 2022, Sept 2). Over the previous three years, COVID-19 increased the 

number of hungry people by 150 million and food insecurity for about 250 million people.  

 B. Conflict and Food shortages 

The Russian-Ukraine conflict has been regularly in the news. Until recently, when a Turkiye and UNO-backed 

agreement was reached between the two countries, there was fear of a global food shortage since these 

countries contribute 30% of global wheat exports and 20% of maize exports. The EU blamed Russia for 

instigating a global food crisis by blocking Ukraine from exporting. Third-world countries blamed the EU for 

imposing sanctions and preventing Russia from exporting (Pop, 2022, July 18).  

Civil wars have also taken their toll. In Afghanistan, the impact of COVID, combined with other political 

elements and natural disasters, has led to about 19 million people facing food insecurity (Besheer, 2022, 
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August 15). This is half of the population. A similar situation exists in Myanmar, South Sudan, Syria and 

Yemen where civil insurrections have left people starving. In Ethiopia , violent encounters between factions 

have led to more than 400,000 people without food.  

C. Climate change and food shortages 

Natural disasters, reduced rainfall, and other weather events disrupt agriculture. In Madagascar, a multi-year 

drought has led to famine, affecting 1.7m people (Pilling, 2022, August 3). The UN considers it the world's 

first climate change-induced famine.   

The recent floods in Pakistan have washed away millions of tonnes of crop production. In one province, 90% 

of the crops have been destroyed (Pakistan Today, 2022, August 29). The floods are due to extreme heat 

causing glaciers to melt, combined with earlier than expected monsoon rains of twice the average quantity of 

rainfall (Daily Times, 2022, August 29). 

 

Alternative possible solutions 

To combat hunger, notably from long term factors, we have been building capacity, notably information 

technologies, for communication to signal weather conditions and shortages, we have been trying to finance 

agriculture and we have been trying to increase access to markets. Actors such as the World Health 

Organization (WHO), the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) United Nations Development Program 

(UNDP), World Food Program (WFP), the International Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD) and many 

national and local organizations, are finding ways to increase production, improve distribution, and reduce 

consumption. Countries like India have achieved larger-scale commercial production with the use of improved 

breeds, feed, housing and vaccinations (FAO et al., 2020).  

WHO works to strengthen national food control systems to facilitate global prevention, detection and response 

to public health threats associated with unsafe food. Its food control assessment tools looks at legal, financial 

and human resources; domestic and import controls, monitoring and surveillance of food chains; the 

interaction of competent authorities with domestic and international stakeholders; and innovation, including 

access to knowledge and use of knowledge to analyzing risks (WHO, 2021). It provides independent scientific 

assessments on microbiological and chemical hazards for international standards. It has collaborated with 

FAO to assess the performance on national food control systems (WHO, 2022, May 19). 

Food security requires proper policies and data for monitoring. The ‘Data for Policy’ initiative, facilitated by 

the Government of Telangana and UNDP in partnership with The Rockefeller Foundation, is an example of 

an initiative to strengthen climate resilience of food systems by using data for policy making. In this initiative, 

a remote sensing-based digital public good platform and algorithms are used to identify farms that are resilient 

to climate change and those that are highly vulnerable. The public good platform uses open-source 
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technologies to facilitate analysis conducted by data scientists and citizen scientists. Policy-making can then 

be based on good practices to help strengthen climate resilience. Without such systems, climate change could 

reduce food production in India by 15-18% (Noda, Ranjan, & Khanna, 2021). As another example of UNDP’s 

role, the UNDP  is training fishermen and farmers to build awareness of climate-smart agriculture that would 

help them start practices that make their businesses resilient to climate change (UNDP, 2022, August 18). 

These practices will improve food security. 

There are other ideas requiring financial aid. IFAD finances agriculture and development initiatives. Since 

1978, it has financed more than US$23.2 billion of projects in developing countries through grants and 

subsidized loans. It responded to COVID by setting up a special fund that reached 20 million people in 59 

worst affected countries. In response to the food crisis created by the Russia-Ukraine conflict, it has recently 

created a new initiative to finance Afghanistan, Ethiopia, Haiti, Mozambique, Somalia and Yemen (IFAD, 

2022, July 28). IFAD has a number of projects in India which are directly concerned with food security. For 

example, it provides financing of $51 million in a project costing 130 million for improving the livelihoods 

and providing food and nutrition security for over 62,000 households in Odisha. Most of the remaining 

financing is provided by the Government of India (IFAD, n.d.). 

One possibility is to provide one free meal to school children worldwide (The Economist, 2022, September 

1). In low-income families, this increases the incentive to attend school. Moreover, children who eat 

adequately can concentrate better. Third, it is possible to ensure that the school meal has all the essential 

micronutrients that a child needs during the day for the body and mind to develop. The number of children 

receiving school meals grew by 9 percent globally and 36 percent in low-income countries from 2013 to 2020. 

Yet 73 million vulnerable children are still going without free school meals. The WFP has worked with more 

than 100 countries to develop sustainable national school feeding programs. ). In 2020, 17 

million schoolchildren received free meals from WFP (WFP, 2021). Governments are also taking an interest. 

As an early policy innovator, India has declared meals at school a legal obligation of those providing 

education. Today, India has the highest number of school meal programs (90 million children), followed by 

Brazil and China (both 40 million), the United States (30 million) and Egypt (11 million). The meal supply 

process in India is handled by NGOs but also by corporates directly as part of the social responsibility. 

Akshaypatra claims that it is the world’s largest NGO meal-supplier, feeding over 2 million children across 

almost 20,000 schools. Its annual report indicates that donations and government subsidies are its principle 

revenues. The webpage on donation indicates that it costs about Rs 1,500 (between USD 15 and 20) to feed a 

child for the year. The Indian multinational Vedanta has a Nand Ghar program which aims at women 

upliftment and child nutrition. 
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Some private firms are also contributing to improving nourishment for children. For example, Danone 

developed a low-price yogurt containing many micronutrients and partnered with Grameen Bank in 

Bangladesh to distribute it (Yunus, 2007).  

For short-term problems, we need specific solutions. For example, for the Russia-Ukraine conflict, we need 

to reduce the risk of the food grains being transferred from the Black Sea and bypass economic sanctions to 

be able to use available stocks. In this view, Turkey and the United Nations brokered a deal allowing Russia 

and Ukraine to export food grains despite international legal constraints (Schipani, 2022, August 30). 

However, the recent Ukrainian attacks on Crimea have led to Russia stopping the agreement. Moreover, Russia 

feels that Ukraine has gained more from the arrangement than Russia. Therefore, till the war ends, we can 

expect that the solutions may remain intermittent. 

 

Concluding thoughts 

We can see that there has been progress in the march to Zero Hunger, but this progress has been halted, perhaps 

reversed, in the last few years. A major limitation is that the SDGs are not legally binding. Nevertheless, 

efforts continue to resolve short-term problems and work on long-term capacity building in the wake of a 

growing world population. All this requires financing, digital transformation, focusing on productivity and 

opportunities for women, and of course, developing resilience to climate change. 

One possibility to reduce hunger being discussed frequently is universal basic income. With the advances in 

technology, and enhancement in productivity, there would be considerable unemployment and rise in 

inequalities. The idea would be to share some of the high profits with people who are manifestly neither able 

nor required in the production process. This universal basic income would then serve to meet the basic food 

needs and minimum health needs of poor people. Although most experiments are in developed countries, there 

are fairly advanced schemes running in Brazil and Iran. The thought goes against the Gandhian view that 

everyone must participate in the production process to feel part of society. Work-sharing would then be a 

better way out to allow everyone to work and feed themselves. 

I want to mention two additional ideas to go further, both first presented in Artha last year. One is that we 

should have a federal world. This would reduce wars between countries, harmonize fundamental rights and 

commercial laws, and increase transfers, including food. Without fiscal transfers, federalism would not work 

(Ashta, 2021a; Ashta & Walia, 2022). These equalization transfers could be directed at feeding the hungry. 

The second idea is that there could be shares in countries: “macroequity” (Ashta, 2020, 2021b). The value of 

these shares going up or down would encourage political actors to behave responsibly. If any country acts in 

an unsustainable manner, the image of that country will go down. This decline in the image would be reflected 

in the stock price of that country. Thus, financial markets would promote responsible action to feed the hungry. 
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These ideas may sound eccentric, but when you are in a desperate situation, you're willing to try anything. 

Ask the hungry if they are desperate. 
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