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The objective of this paper is to follow up on CCSA’s 17th session and illustrate the issues at 
stake regarding Food Security statistics and related information systems. After an introduction 
on the current state of affairs on food security statistics, it describes three strategic initiatives 
involving FAO and other international organisations, and proposes the involvement of the 
CCSA and the UN Statistical Commission to support food security statistics development, 
with the final objective to engage countries in the definition of new standards and to improve 
the coordination of statistical activities at the global and national levels. 

A. The current state of food security statistics 

In recent years, the international debate on how to measure food security has revamped, 
especially following the 2008 food prices spike, which has been rightfully considered by 
many as potentially conducive to a food crisis in many regions of the World. Though several 
international agencies are responsible for compiling and disseminating information directly or 
indirectly related to food security, and despite the proliferation of early warning and 
monitoring systems, timely detection of the crisis and comprehensive assessment of its impact 
has proven elusive. There is a plethora of global data sources, initiatives, programmes, and 
information systems overlapping in scope and with conflicting objectives produced by the 
major institutions,1 yet the only official statistics on hunger and malnutrition that are 
consistently published every year for a large number of countries are the indicators used to 
monitor the first Millennium Development Goal of reducing poverty and hunger.2 These 
indicators however, have clearly proven insufficient for the timely monitoring of the problem 
and for informing the international community on the various dimensions and possible causes 
of food insecurity, so to be used as a guide for the formulation of effective policies at the 
national and international levels.3 

Given the relevance of food security as a developmental objective, there is urgent need to 
reach an agreement on a set of food security indicators that could be regularly produced by 
the national statistical systems using harmonized standards and methods. There are many 
reasons explaining the difficulty in reaching such an agreement. 

                                                 
1 FAO, WFP, IFPRI, The World Bank, EC/JRC, USDA, US-Aid, NASA, USGS form a non-exhaustive list of 
the institution involved, to a varying extent, in producing worldwide food insecurity assessments. Recent surveys 
have listed more than 450 different indicators linked, at various level, to food insecurity. 
2 These are indicator 1.8 on the prevalence of underweight children under five years of age, compiled by 
UNICEF, and indicator 1.9 of the Prevalence of Undernourishment, compiled by FAO. 
3 The FAO measure of the prevalence of undernourishment is MDG hunger indicator 1.9 to monitor progress 
towards the eradication of hunger. MDG 1.9 is a highly complex instrument and its accuracy and quality depends 
critically on the quality of its underlying parameters and datasets. While it is a universally established and 
accepted indicator, there is a general recognition that food security entails not only a lack of food caloric energy, 
but extends to micronutrient deficiencies, dietary imbalances as well as to health and food safety aspects. It is 
also recognized that evidence-based hunger reduction policies require more information than an indicator that 
merely captures national averages. More information is needed to identify regional, sub-regional, local, gender 
and intra-household specificities of the various manifestations of food insecurity. Much of this information can 
be derived from national household surveys. 
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First of all, food security is a very sensitive policy issue with perhaps insufficient attention 
being given to the statistical aspects of measurement. Discussions in this domain tend to be 
considered the turf of policy analysts and the scientific community, especially the 
statisticians, do not have much opportunities of being involved.  

Food security is a also multidimensional phenomenon, which according to the definition 
provided by the World Food Summit of 19964 comprises the availability, access and 
utilization of food on a stable basis. Considered in isolation, information on a single 
dimension is likely to provide an insufficient basis to address the problem from a policy point 
of view. The questions thus arise on how each dimension and determinant of food insecurity 
should be monitored, and how the various measures could be combined in a meaningful and 
policy relevant way. 

As various statistical domains contribute to food security measurement, it is difficult to 
associate it to just one statistical area. The end result is that the statistical component of food 
security has never been comprehensively addressed at the international level and that the food 
security domain is not integrated into the National Statistical Systems. In many cases food 
security indicators are still directly compiled by international organisations. 

Currently, agencies such as the FAO, WFP, USDA, IFPRI, UNICEF, WHO, etc. suggest 
different methods to assess food insecurity at country level. There is a lack of recognized 
international statistical standards and their implementation is not coordinated through 
consistent statistical capacity development plans. Using common standards and methods for 
food security assessment, on the other hand, is very important, as global monitoring in this 
field obviously requires comparable national data. 

This in turn relies, to a large extent, on the capacity of countries to adopt and apply methods 
and tools developed elsewhere and agreed upon internationally, as well as to produce and 
make available all data and information required. As there is currently no consolidated 
international forum where countries can discuss recommended standards and provide 
feedback on the problems they encounter when applying available methods, countries end up 
having little or no ownership of the methods applied and of the results.5 

The state of affairs just delineated has led UN member countries and agencies to repeatedly 
express a strong need for better coordination to rationalise resources devoted to monitoring 
food insecurity. An essential element of such a coordinated system is recognized international 
statistical standards to produce harmonised data that can be compared across countries. Also, 
countries should have an active role not only in producing food security statistics but also in 
choosing the methods to be adopted. This could be achieved only involving the UN Statistical 
Commission as the only global forum where countries can contribute to the development of 
international statistical standards and where the international debate on food security could 
focus specifically on measurement and other statistical aspects.  

B. New initiatives of data harmonization and international coordination 

FAO, in collaboration with other international agencies, has already started to respond to the 
needs highlighted in the previous section. Three complementary initiatives are being 
undertaken to address the lack of coordination mechanisms for food and nutrition statistics 
and develop a universally accepted and country owned food security information system. 

                                                 
4 The World Food Summit of 1996 defined food security as existing “when all the people at all times have access 
to sufficient, safe, nutritious food to maintain a healthy and active life”. 
5 There are currently only very few viable and technically capable food security institutions in the most at-risk 
countries and food-insecure regions of the world. 
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One of these initiatives is the establishment of a Food Security Information System (FSIN) 
gathering international agencies, regional organizations and countries to strengthen food crisis 
prevention capabilities through capacity and institutional development in vulnerable 
countries, using common standards and methodologies. Country and regional networks are 
meant to be the bottom up building blocks for a global food security information platform, 
able to inform reliably and objectively national as well as international decision makers. The 
IFSN in itself therefore is not a new system but a process to address the lack of coordination 
at international level that has produced ineffective action at country level to foster 
harmonization and close coordination between different actors in the information systems for 
food security. 

The creation of the FSIN was a decision made in an EC-FAO symposium held in Brussels in 
September 2010 and attended by all the major relevant international and regional 
organization. The symposium recognized that resources devoted to food security information 
development are currently scattered and there is a risk of fragmented food security 
information assistance, without proper attention to standards, coherence and harmonization of 
data and methodologies. Furthermore, there is a risk that donors, largely uncoordinated, work 
at cross-purposes. Filling the current void of a global focal point for food security and 
information standard setting, facilitation and advocacy the FSIN is thus designed to achieve 
three objectives: 1) to strengthen country and regional food security information through 
capacity development; 2) to help propose and establish food security information standards, 
harmonize methods, share best practices, and, 3) to advocate and raise awareness about the 
need for a multi-level global food security information system. 

The proposed Network will function as a multi-stakeholder community of practices where 
international, regional and national actors interact on subject matters of common interest 
towards the above mentioned common goals. Institutionally, the FSIN will be supported by an 
Advisory Board and a Secretariat, and envisages the creation of technical working groups and 
of a global data support group. The Network will benefit from existing global systems and 
institutions such as FAOSTAT, GIEWS, IFPRI, EC/JRC, FEWSNET/NASA/USGS that 
compile country and regional food security information, especially for early warning, 
preparedness and disaster risk management. 

A road map paper has been prepared for the Network and will be discussed at the first FSIN 
consultative conference in Nairobi on 8-9 September 2011. The meeting’s objective is to test 
the FSIN design, understand available databases and networks, understand regional priorities 
and information needs and discuss in a dedicated donors panel the resources available and the 
ones needed and use of current resources for Food Security Information Systems. The 
meeting will ultimately endorse a road map for the FSIN. As most FSIN activities will be 
funded from the EC Food Security Thematic Programme (FSTP) agreement with FAO, it is 
likely that the FAO will be asked to house the FSIN secretariat. 

The other initiative is the Joint FAO/WFP Strategy for the development of a coordinated 
Information System for Food and Nutrition Security (ISFSN). This corporate process within 
the two major food security-related UN organizations aims to improve the existing systems, 
harmonize approaches and consistently organize the work of the two agencies. The Joint 
FAO/WFP ISFSN strategy should reduce duplications within and between agencies and help 
managers to prioritize resources where most needed. To achieve this outcome the joint 
strategy is organized along four pillars, which represent key complementary domains: 

1. Capacity development to support information systems on food and nutrition security 
of member countries; 

2. Standards, methods, and tools development for information systems on food and 
nutrition security; 
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3. In-country food security and nutrition assessments; 
4. Dissemination of statistics, information and analysis on food and nutrition security as 

global public goods. 

Within the joint strategy, FAO’s comparative advantages are recognized in setting statistical 
standards, in the dissemination of global public goods (information and data), and in 
statistical capacity development.  

There are clear complementarities between the FSIN and the ISFNS. The FSIN provides the 
global platform for the implementation of the individual and joint institutional ISFNS 
strategies. As the FSIN matures, it should facilitate merging the resources of the different 
member systems into a more globally-coordinated system of monitoring.  

The third initiative is related to FAO’s current work to improve the measurement of hunger 
and malnourishment and to develop a suite of indicators describing food insecurity in all its 
dimensions. The objective of this initiative is to provide the data and information needed to 
assist national authorities and the international community in identifying food security 
problems and designing appropriate policy responses. FAO is organizing two important 
events to facilitate a global debate on this issue, involving experts from international 
organizations, the academia and national governments.  

Following an explicit request by the Committee for Food Security (CFS), a Round Table on 
food security measurement is being organized at FAO Headquarters in Rome on 12 and 13 
September. This event will be an occasion for an open discussion on how to improve the 
quality of the existing food security statistics and develop a suite of complementary 
indicators. A key challenge to be tackled in the discussion will be how to match the needs for 
more accurate and relevant measurement with countries’ capacity to generate data and 
statistics which are internationally comparable. The agenda of the Round Table will also 
include the presentation of the joint FAO/WFP Strategy for a coordinated Information System 
for Food and Nutrition Security and the outcomes of the FSIN meeting in Nairobi.  

The outcomes of the Round Table will provide substantial input for preparation of materials 
for the International Scientific Symposium on Food and Nutrition Security Information, 
which is scheduled in January 2012, ten years after a similar initiative organized by FAO. The 
main objective of the Symposium will be to take stock of the new scientific developments in 
this field. The need for a renewed effort to bring food security statistics to the attention of the 
international community is also the result of ten years in which measurement issues had 
somehow been marginalised, with the result that little effective progress has been achieved. 

In this methodological revision one important issue that has emerged is the need for clear 
international recommendations for the collection of (food) consumption data through 
household surveys. The guidelines provided so far for the implementation of household 

income or expenditure surveys6 are specific to each type of survey and functional to the 
survey objective which makes them not necessarily fit for food consumption measurement. In 

                                                 
6 Among others:  

- United Nations (2005): Household Sample Surveys in Developing and Transition Countries. Studies in 
Methods Series F No. 96 

- International Labour Organization (2003): Household income and expenditure statistics. Report II of the 
Seventeenth International Conference of Labour Statisticians, Geneva,  

- World Bank. Margaret Grosh and Paul Glewwe (2000): Designing Household Survey Questionnaires 
for Developing Countries: Lessons from 15 Years of the Living Standards Measurement Study. 
Volumes 1, 2, and 3.   

Other (and older) guidelines were provided for example by the National Household Survey Capability 
Program (United Nations Technical Cooperation), or by the World Bank, Africa Region (in particular its 
Integrated Survey program) 
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addition, they are not prescriptive and leave much flexibility to national survey statisticians. 
As a result, the available datasets on household consumption or expenditure show a large 
diversity, resulting from the diversity of data collection methods, questionnaire design, and 
data processing and editing practices. This diversity is found not only across countries, but 
also over time for the same country. Several institutions and agencies are involved in 
collecting and processing data, with little coordination on standards and procedures in order to 
ensure comparability of data and quality of the results on food consumption.  

The FAO and the WB are establishing a collaboration to evaluate the suitability of existing 
household surveys for food security assessment and develop guidelines on the collection of 
food consumption data at the household level. 

Conclusions: need for an international forum to endorse new standards in food security 
statistics 

All the above-mentioned initiatives are meant to lead to the develop of new methods and 
standards for food security statistics. To ensure a wide adoption and proper implementation of 
these methods, however, an intergovernmental forum is needed where they can be discussed 
and endorsed by countries. Currently, the recognized forum where food security assessment is 
discussed is the Committee on Food Security (CFS)7. As discussions in CFS meetings level 
are understandably dominated by policy issues (with limited participation from scientists, and 
statisticians in particular), methodological and statistical considerations are not properly 
choice and evaluation of indicators seem to have been guided so far more by political than by 
careful analysis of their statistical properties.  

It is therefore desirable that an authoritative forum such as the UN Statistical Commission, 
which is highest decision making body for international statistical activities, be involved in 
reviewing the food security statistics domain and endorsing the proposed suite of indicators. 
The involvement of the Commission will also ensure the needed objectivity and independence 
from political interference in the choice of the statistical methods and tools devoted to food 
security assessment.  

It is proposed that a session on food security statistics is included at the 44th session of the UN 
Statistical Commission in 2013. In support of this proposal the CCSA could establish a Task 
Team charged with the responsibility of preparing the paper for the Commission session.  

                                                 
7 The Committee on World Food Security (CFS) is the United Nations’ forum for reviewing and following up on 
policies concerning world food security. It also examines issues which affect the world food situation.  It was 
established as a result of the food crisis of the 1970s, upon recommendation from the 1974 World Food 
Conference. In the 35th Session the members of CFS have agreed on a wide-ranging reform that aims to make 
CFS the foremost inclusive international and intergovernmental platform dealing with food security and nutrition 
and to be a central component in the evolving Global Partnership for Agriculture, Food Security and Nutrition. 


