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Hunger is rarely just a result of a lack
of food. It is an underlying symptom. A
symptom of systematic insecurities
and social inequalities that result in
limited access to sustenance and nutri-
tion. World Hunger Day, which falls on
May 28, aims to spread awareness on
the causes of hunger and emphasises
sustainable solutions to eradicate glob-
al hunger and poverty. Chronic hunger
and food insecurity are a result of,
among other factors, unstable regimes
as evidenced by the famines in South
Sudan and Somalia. They can also
compromise the stability of nations as
seen in the current Venezuelan case.
It should be clear to world leaders that
aside from military prowess, national
security is tied to establishing the vari-
ous facets of human security including
ensuring the availability of and access
to food.

The hunger situation in

Southeast Asia

Southeast Asia has done remarkably
well in reducing numbers of hungry.
From a Prevalence of Undernourish-
ment (PoU) — a measure of hunger
used by UN Food and Agriculture Or-
ganisation — of 36 per cent in 1994-96,
the region now boasts a PoU of 9.6
per cent as last recorded in 2014-16.
To a large extent, this is a result of

integrating rural markets to the national
economy and channelling sufficient
funds to the food production base. De-
spite this accomplishment, five coun-
tries in the region, Indonesia, the Phil-
ippines, Cambodia, Lao PDR and My-
anmar, are classified as facing ‘serious’
hunger rates with one — Timor Leste —
as having ‘alarming’ rates of hunger.
Apart from PoU, other factors such as
sanitation, infrastructure and female
literacy affect hunger rates in these
countries.

Measuring Hunger

While the lower PoU indicator values
can be interpreted as more people hav-
ing access to food, equal attention
should be paid to other indicators as
well. The Prevalence of Underweight
Children Under 5 (Cu5) indicator used
by UNICEF and WHO is one such indi-
cator. It is important to understand the
different trends of these indicators
across the country (ies) and over time
because it offers insights into the com-
plexity of food insecurity. This should
lead to more targeted policy interven-
tions.

In Southeast Asia both indicator values
have dropped over the years. Howev-
er, it is important to note that the PoU
and the Cub5 reflect different underlying
problems. Both indicator values are
affected by the lack of sufficient food.
But the Cu5 diverges from the PoU
when we consider food utilization or
how the body processes and uses food
consumed. This is dependent on hy-
gienic environments, which are reflect-
ed in, for example, the availability of
clean water. This in turn is dependent
on investment in water and sanitation
infrastructure. Simply put, reducing
Cu5 numbers requires more targeted
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investments in infrastructure than
just policies aimed at enhancing
food availability.

The complex problem of
hunger

Female literacy rates are also a
key indicator of hunger levels in
countries. The Hunger Report
2015 by International Food Policy
Research Institute (IFPRI), CON-
CERN Worldwide and Welthun-
gerhilfe, clearly point out the role
of women and the importance of
their education in reducing num-
bers of hungry worldwide. Women
in the region have been direct ben-
eficiaries of social protection poli-
cies such as cash transfers, that
have allowed them to make a posi-
tive impact on food security and
nutrition, especially that of chil-
dren. But the sustainability of such
positive outcomes is only guaran-
teed if complementary initiatives,
such as education, employment
opportunities and greater public
participation are encouraged. Alt-
hough the women of Southeast
Asia have much higher degrees of
freedom and equality when com-
pared to some African or South
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Asian States, there are glaring
inter- and intra-national disparities
that need immediate attention.

Can we solve the hunger
problem?

So what would be the key solu-
tions to hunger in Southeast Asia?

Economic growth is certainly a key
factor but it must be accompanied
by targeted social protection poli-
cies that provide opportunities for
improving livelihoods of the poor.
Greater investments in sanitation
and water infrastructure are equal-
ly important but so are reducing
gender disparities.

It is important to understand how
protracted hunger can be instru-
mental in triggering conflict and
civil strife, even if only a small per-
centage of the population is affect-
ed. Equal access to food, proper
nutrition and gender equality con-
tribute to human development,
which in turn helps individuals fully
participate and take advantage of
the development process. All three
should remain key goals for South-
east Asia to maintain the peace
and stability of the region.

Courtesy of Flickr account of ILO in Asia and the
Pacific and used under a creative commons
license.
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