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Hunger on the Rise
Number of hungry people tops one billion

World hunger

spiked sharply in 2009, significantly worsening an already disappointing trend in global food
security since 1996. The combination of food and economic crises has pushed the number of hungry people worldwide to
historic
levels.
Nations (FAO) estimates that 1.02 billion people were
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undernourished in 2009—about 100 million more than in 2008. As a result, reaching the World Food Summit target and
the Millennium Development Goal for hunger reduction looks increasingly out of reach.

Combined food and economic crises drove the number
of hungry people above one billion in 2009

The proportion of undernourished people has risen to
almost 20 percent
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Poor harvests

are not to blame. The
FAO estimates that total cereal production in 2009 was
only slightly below the record high set in 2008. Instead,
the increase in hunger is mainly a result of poor people’s
inability to afford the food that is produced. Many drew
down savings during the food price crisis and have now
lost jobs as a result of the global economic crisis.
Food prices increased considerably in developing countries during the 2006–08 world food crisis and were still high
when the economic crisis started. Domestic prices of staple
foods were typically 17 percent higher at the end of 2008
than two years earlier, after adjusting for inflation. This seriously hurt the purchasing power of poor consumers, who
often spend 40 percent of their income on staple foods.
Thus, the global economic crisis hit developing countries at a very bad time. It further reduced access to food
by lowering employment opportunities, remittances from
abroad, development aid, foreign direct investment, and
export opportunities.

How can hunger be eliminated? Improving world food
security calls for both measures for immediate relief
and more fundamental structural changes. In the short
term, safety nets and social protection programs must be
improved to reach those most in need.
In the medium and long term, the structural solution
to hunger lies in increasing agricultural productivity to
increase incomes and produce food at lower cost, especially in poor countries. The importance of longer-term
measures is evidenced by the unacceptably high number
of people who did not get enough to eat before the crises
and are likely to remain hungry even after the food and
economic crises have passed. In addition, these measures
must be coupled with better governance and institutions
at all levels. For example, at the global level, the reformed
Committee on World Food Security marks an important
step toward building coherence in actions and policies to
improve food security. n

Note: 2009 figure is an estimate.

Hunger affects all regions of the world. Asia and the Pacific, the world’s most populous region, has the
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Prevalence of undernourishment around the world
(percent of population, 2004–06)

highest number of hungry people. However, hunger is most prevalent in sub-Saharan Africa, where about one-third of the
population is undernourished.

Nearly all of the world’s undernourished live in
developing countries
(millions)
Total = 1.02 billion

Developed countries (15)
Near East and north Africa (42)

Asia and the
Pacific (642)

Latin America and the
Caribbean (53)
0-5 percent
6-14 percent
15-24 percent

Sub-Saharan Africa (265)

25-34 percent
35-49 percent
50 percent or more
no data

Prepared by David Dawe and Denis Drechsler. Text and charts based on The State of Food Insecurity in the World,
published by the FAO in 2009. The report is available at www.fao.org/publications/en
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