
The food and financial crises of
2008 plunged many people
deeper into poverty and hunger.
Today, with the future of food
security more precarious than
ever, governments around the
world are finally focusing on
agriculture and taking the first
steps towards medium- and
long-term solutions. Their
efforts will be more effective if
they include smallholder
agriculture in their response. 

The 1996 World Food Summit in Rome
defined food security as existing “when all
people, at all times, have physical and
economic access to sufficient, safe and
nutritious food to meet their dietary needs
and food preferences for an active and
healthy life”.

At the time, it seemed realistic to
expect to halve the number of chronically
undernourished people by 2015. This goal
was at the heart of the Rome Declaration
on World Food Security, and formed the
basis of the first Millennium Development
Goal to halve the proportion of people
living in extreme poverty and hunger.

But today, food security for all seems to
be more ambitious than ever: the Food
and Agriculture Organization of the United
Nations (FAO) estimated that world hunger
reached a historic high in 2009, with 
1.02 billion people going hungry every day.

The roots of this dire situation go back
30 years, when investment in agriculture
started to decline because of the growing
perception that it was unprofitable. In
1979, aid to agriculture was 18 per cent 

of total assistance. By 2008, it was just
4.3 per cent. Domestically, government
investment in agriculture in developing
countries also fell in this period, by one
third in Africa and by as much as two
thirds in Asia and Latin America.  

In many developing countries,
particularly low-income countries,
decreased investment was accompanied
by a policy vacuum. Governments
dismantled older, costly instruments that
had supported agriculture, but did not
replace them with new, more effective ones. 

While food prices today may no longer
be at peak levels, they remain higher than
their 2000 to 2005 averages. The global
economy is still weak. Prices are likely to
remain volatile for the foreseeable future
because of their close link to energy
prices, which have a direct impact on
fertilizer and transportation costs.

In addition, the world’s population is
expected to rise from 6.7 to 9.1 billion 
by 2050, with most of the growth in

developing countries. Burgeoning
populations mean more demand for food,
at a time when agricultural land is being
increasingly used for biofuel production. 
At the same time, climate change is
expected to put millions more people at
risk of hunger in the coming years. 

Clearly, robust and carefully targeted
investment is needed, along with
comprehensive policy frameworks at
global, regional and national levels. There
are signs that world leaders are ready to
act. In July 2009, the G8 summit in
L’Aquila produced a Food Security Initiative
that will focus on making developing
country agriculture more productive and
sustainable. The initiative promises to
mobilize US$20 billion to strengthen global
food production and security.

This pledge is an important first step,
but even more will need to be done if we
are to double food production in
developing countries to meet projected
demand by 2050.

The future of world
food security
Investing in smallholder agriculture – an international priority

Women harvest rice in a community-owned rice field in Boira, The Gambia. 
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The importance of 
smallholder agriculture
There are about 500 million smallholder farms worldwide supporting around 
2 billion people. In many developing countries, smallholder farmers produce
most of the food consumed. 

Smallholder farmers are often extremely efficient producers per hectare and can contribute
to a country’s economic growth and food security. For example, Viet Nam has gone from
being a food-deficit country to being the second largest rice exporter in the world. It
achieved this largely through developing its smallholder farming sector. In 2007, the poverty
rate fell below 15 per cent from 58 per cent in 1979.

In order for smallholder farmers to help improve world food security, they need secure
access to land and water – as well as to rural financial services to pay for seed, tools and
fertilizer. They also need roads and transportation to get their products to market, and
technology to receive and share the latest market information on prices. They need
agricultural research and technology to improve their resilience to rapid economic and
environmental changes and to raise agricultural productivity. And they need stronger
organizations, so they can have greater bargaining power in the marketplace and can
influence national, regional and global agricultural policies.

Above all, they need a long-term commitment to agriculture from their own governments
and the international community, backed up by greater investment.

What is IFAD doing?
As an institution dedicated to combating poverty and hunger in the rural
areas of developing countries, all IFAD-funded programmes address food
security in some way. IFAD has supported more than 350 million poor rural
people in the past three decades. 

In India, for example, an IFAD-funded project designed to improve sustainable management
of natural resources has led to increased productivity and ensured that farming and
harvesting practices are sustainable. More than 230,000 rural people in the project area
have seen dramatic improvements in their living conditions. They now have substantially
higher incomes and regular, more nutritious meals. The project closed in September 2008,
but the benefits continue.

“I still remember the days when we ate only pumpkin and bamboo shoots every year 
for two to three weeks because we had run out of rice,” says Mitharam Masiai, a farmer
from Khwarakai village. “Now we have enough food year round. Just last year, I made
15,000 rupees (US$357) selling 1.5 tonnes of chillies, in addition to growing vegetables and
raising cattle.”

In Ghana, IFAD has financed projects to boost the production and processing of many
food crops including cassava, maize and yams. By promoting improved varieties, better
practices and public-private partnerships along the food chain – from the field to the
market – the IFAD-funded country programme contributes significantly to more food
production and better food security. IFAD has been the main donor supporting cassava – 
a staple of the Ghanaian diet – on a large scale. 

At the international level, IFAD is playing an active role in the High-Level Task Force on
the Global Food Security Crisis, established by the United Nations Secretary-General in
April 2008. It now hosts the Rome hub of the task force secretariat. IFAD was a significant
participant in the November Summit on World Food Security hosted by FAO, and gave
substantial support to the Civil Society Forum that took place in parallel to the Summit.

IFAD also works with FAO, the World Food Programme (WFP), the World Bank and other
partners to support the development of smallholder farming. In these broad partnerships,
governments of developing countries play a vital role in guiding international efforts to ensure
an effective, efficient and coherent response to the challenge of global food security. But IFAD’s
key partners are poor rural people and their organizations. In recognition of this, IFAD hosts the
bi-annual Farmers’ Forum together with global and regional networks of farmers’ organizations.
The Forum is a process of consultation and dialogue between small farmers’ organizations,
IFAD and governments, focused on agriculture, rural development and poverty reduction. 

KEY FACTS
• There are more than 1 billion hungry

people in the world. 

• Around 1.4 billion people live on less
than US$1.25 a day.

• The world population is expected to
reach 9.1 billion by 2050.

• Food production will need to nearly
double by 2050 in developing
countries.

• About 40 per cent of the world’s
arable land is degraded to some
degree and will be further affected by
climate change.

• There are about 500 million small
farms in developing countries,
supporting around 2 billion people.

• GDP growth generated by agriculture
is up to four times more effective in
reducing poverty than growth
generated by other sectors.

• Development aid to agriculture was
4.3 per cent in 2008, compared with
18 per cent in 1979. The growth rate
of agricultural productivity has
dropped from around 3.5 per cent in
the 1980s to about 1.5 per cent today.

• Poor people spend between 50 and
80 per cent of their income on food.

IFAD is an international financial institution and
a specialized United Nations agency dedicated
to eradicating poverty and hunger in rural areas
of developing countries.
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