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Abstract 
Out of about 1.3 billion people living in absolute poverty globally, 
more than 40 percent live in sub-Saharan Africa, with Nigeria hosting 
the largest number in Africa and third largest number in the world, 
after China and India, Causes of hunger and poverty include bad 
government, ignorance, discrimination against women and 
environmental factors. Poor and hungry people mainly live in rural 
areas and depend directly on agriculture for their food and livelihood. 
This paper is therefore, advocating improved food and agriculture 
sector and rural development as the main weapon to fight this malady. 
Actions needed include mass agricultural education and extension 
services with a focus on women groups. Other interventions are in the 
form of expansion of rural roads, provision of clean potable water, 
irrigation schemes, agricultural research, and good governance. 

Introduction 
Access to nutritionally adequate and safe food is a right of each individual, so declared the 

World International Conference on Nutrition (1992). It further stated that hunger and malnutrition are 
unacceptable in a world that has both the knowledge and resources to end this human catastrophe. 
Mankind has made remarkable progress in the 20' century in human nutrition. More people than ever 
before live longer, are healthier and eat better and more nutritious food. Unfortunately, many people in 
developing countries like Nigeria are food-insecure. By the FAO (1999), estimate, about 790 million 
persons are food-insecure - Table 1 - and SCN (2007), estimate that about 150 million children 
suffer chronic under nutrition. 

Table l. Prevalence of Food-Insecure Persons in Developing Country Regions 
Sub-Region % food insecure population Number     of    food     

insecure persons (million) 
 1979-81 1995-97 1995-97 
Central Africa East 
Africa South Africa 
West Africa NE& 
North Africa 

36 
35 
32 
40 9 

48 
42 
44 
16 9 

39 
78 
35 
31 
33 

East Asia 
South Asia 
SE Asia 

29 38 
27   ' 

14 
23 
13 

177 
284 
68 

Caribbean 
Central America 
South America 

19 
20 
14 

31 
17 
10 

9 6 
33 

All developing regions 29 18 792 

Source: Adapted from the State of Food Insecurity in the World-SOFI (1999). 

Hunger and malnutrition are closely linked with poverty in a "malnutrition - poverty trap" 
where cause and effect are difficult to disentangle (Cleaver, 2007). As malnutrition leads to poverty, 
poverty also leads to hunger and malnutrition because poor people have less to spend on food. In 
summary, the hunger is mostly the poor, they are largely living in rural areas, largely depending on 
agriculture, and increasingly they are Africans. This paper therefore is advocating fighting poverty and 
hunger through improved agricultural systems and rural development. 

 



Global Poverty, Food and Nutrition Problems 
Out of 1.3 billion people living in absolute poverty globally, more than 40 percent live in 

sub-Saharan Africa, with Nigeria hosting the third largest number of poor people after China and India 
(Ololade, 2007). According to the 2006 World Bank World Development Indicators report, 92.4 percent 
of Nigerians live below $2 per day, while 70.8 percent of the population live under $1 daily. 

Hunger and malnutrition are closely related with poverty. Poverty contributes to malnutrition. This 
includes the entire spectrum of malnutrition, from hunger to overweight, including their diverse causes.as 
Table 2 shows 

Table2. Global Food and Nutrition Problems 
Type Causes People affected 
Hunger Deficiency    of    calories    

and protein 
0.9 billion 

Underweight children Inadequate intake of food and 
frequent disease 

126 million 

Micro nutrient Deficiency    of    vitamins    
and minerals 

More than 2 billion 

Overweight to chronic disease Unhealthy diets, lifestyle Increasing also among the poor 
Source: Adopted from IFPRI (2005) 

Nutrition is the key to reaching the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). Unfortunately, with 
less than eight years left under the deadline of the MDGs, widespread hunger and malnutrition especially 
among children, continue to exact an enormous cost in terms of human suffering and lost potentials. 

Recently released report (Onwubike, 2007) by the Nigeria's National Planning Commission that 
Nigeria may not meet the MDGs by 2015 is extremely worrisome. This is because persistent hunger 
contributes not only to failure to meet MDGs (to halve poverty and hunger), but also failure to meet other 
goals in maternal and child health, HIV/AIDS, education and gender equality. It is against this backdrop that 
one should view with all seriousness, the recent warning by Soludo (2007), that the biting poverty in Nigeria 
will very soon result in a popular revolution to be organized by the large army of the children of the poor in 
Nigeria against the few rich Nigerians if nothing serious is done to eradicate extreme poverty affecting 
approximately 70 percent (though Soludo said 60 percent) of Nigeria one hundred and forty million, he 
maintained. 

Nigeria even as a resource rich nation in the world has remained one of the poorest in the global 
village and that Nigeria has the largest army of the poor in Africa and the third in the world is a big shame to 
our civilization. "The people suffer amidst plenty", the World Bank (2007) notes. 

Deep-Rooted Causes of Hunger and Poverty 
There is more than enough food for all theoretically, according to a study by WHO (2003). If that is 

the case, what is the cause of hunger, malnutrition and poverty, Some of the causes are discussed below 

Unequal Distribution of Food 
Food is neither produced nor distributed equitably (WHO, 2003). All too frequently, the poor in fertile 
developing countries stand by watching with empty hands - and empty stomachs - while ample harvests 
and bumper crops are exported for hard cash. FAO (2003), also stated that the richest fifth of the 
people on the planet eat 45 percent of all the meat and fish, the poorest fifth get just 5 percent. 

Ignorance 
Lack of knowledge breeds poor eating habits. A lack of access to good education and correct 
information is also a cause of hunger and malnutrition (UNICEF, 2003). Without information 
strategies and better advertisement to more accessible education programmes, the awareness, skills 
and behaviours needed to combat hunger and poverty cannot be developed. 
Bad Government 
Years of fiscal neglect and executive mismanagement have aggravated our poverty situation (Asuquo, 
2007). According to him the nation has little to show for 47 years of independence. Governments over the 
years have failed to implement result oriented poverty eradication projects and build workable 
socio-economic infrastructures and create the enabling environment for job and wealth creation. 
Discrimination Against Women 
Women are being discriminated against in most spheres of life, which gives them low status in the society. 



The low status of most rural women in Nigeria and inequality at home between men and women lead to 
poorer health for children and greater poverty for the family (Onwubike, 2007). Environmental Factors 
Environmental factors cause a decrease in food production. Among these are natural disasters and wars. 
According FAO (2001), from October 1999 to June 2001 alone, 22 countries were affected by drought, 
17 by hurricanes or floods, 14 by civil war or strife, 3 by extremely cold winters, and 2 by earthquakes. 

Location and Occupation of the Hungry 
People affected by hunger are mainly living in rural areas, in all parts of the world. South Asia 

currently has a large proportion of the world's hungry. As the total numbers of malnourished people are 
decreasing in Asia, however, an increasingly larger percentage of the world's hungry will be in sub-Saharan 
Africa as Table 1 has shown. 

Muller (2007), reiterated that over 70 percent of all undernourished people live in rural areas and 
depend directly on agriculture - crops, livestock, fish, forests - for their food and livehoods. They are usually 
pastoralists, fishermen or farmers producing their own food, often on low potential land, or they are the 
landless working on other's land (Cleaver, 2007). Ironically, many of those who are hungry are living in rural 
areas depending on agriculture and are actually producing food as Figure 1 shows. Figure I Occupation of 
the hungry 

 

Source: Adapted from United Nations Millennium Project (2005). 
While a greater number of the country's poor reside in the rural areas, the poverty gap between the 

rural and the urban population has been widening since 1992 with continued and large-scale rural - urban 
migration (Ololade, 2007). According to the UNDP (2006), Human Development Index (HDI) and Human Poverty 
Index (HPJ) reports, Nigeria's HDI position is 159 of 177 countries while on the HPI, the country ranks 76lh of 102 
developing nations. 

The poor lack economic access to food production capacity. Economic access is not limited to 
monetary access alone. It includes access to land, to credit, to education and to health services (Parikh, 
2000). 

A country's food security is a matter of poverty and under-development. This is where the battle 
against hunger and malnutrition must primarily begin, and sustainable livehoods are the main weapons. 
Needless to say, the agricultural sector has an essential role to play in this and must be fully involved. 

The Role of the Food and Agriculture Sector 
The food and agricultural sector has a clear major responsibility in alleviating poverty and hunger. 

Many studies (FAO, 2006), have shown how agricultural growth has reduced poverty and hunger, even more 
than urban or industrial growth. For example, the only group of countries to reduce hunger during the 1990s 
was the group in which the agricultural sector grew. According to Muller (2007), looking back at the figures 
for the last 30 years, it can be shown that those countries that have invested and continue to invest most in 
agriculture - both public and private — now experience the lowest levels of underdevelopment. This is a 
powerful argument for increasing investment in agriculture. 

The real driver will be private sector investment, and all we need to do to accelerate such investment 
must be done, including appropriate public sector support and encouragement. In each agro-ecological zone, 
we need to make the best of local resources to ensure at all seasons the basis for a balanced diet. We need to 
retrieve and review indigenous knowledge. We need to target and support the households and communities 
most at risk. We need to understand the constraints they are facing and the way they cope. And above all, we 
need to start from and bring on board the experience available at the local level, before discussing what else 
that could be done. 



Actions Needed 
In order to meet the MDG 1 target of halving hunger by 2015, the actions needed include: 

Improved Agricultural Extension 
Farmers education and agricultural extension services must be improved and expanded so as to ._. 
disseminate important in format] OIL to the farmers on their production techniques. The importance of good 
information for adequate production cannot be overemphasized. At a time of constant and radical changes 
when traditional knowledge is being abandoned or is no longer appropriate, information, education and 
training are needed in all areas of agriculture. We need to move away from standard and inappropriate 
messages and need to think in terms of local support to people 

 __ _who..fa.ce very differ en t_constrajn_ts_and. ..opportunities and have very different understandings 
(Egal and Lopriore, 2006). 

Agricultural Polices Review 
Agricultural policies need to be reviewed to encourage the production of safe foods at affordable prices. 
There should be policy on biodiversity agricultural production, adopting biotechnology in agriculture using 
Genetically Modified (GM) crops to produce GM foods. They also need to be systematically checked if 
only to ensure they may not inadvertently aggravate the existing situation (Do No Harm Approach). 

Assisting Women Groups 
Government and non-governmental organizations must focus on assisting women groups. This is because 
women are often the poorest and are increasingly left in rural areas by husbands and male family members 
who migrate to cities or aboard for work (Cleaver, 2007). It is therefore, crucial to empower women 
economically and intellectually due to the crucial traditional roles they play in. sustain ing and 
nourishing the family especially in the African setting. 

Effective Poverty Eradication Programme 
Hunger and poverty can .be reduced through well planned and effectively executed poverty eradication 
programmes at all levels of government. All programmes and policies put in place to fight this scourge in 
the country should be made to work. National Poverty Eradication Programme (NAPEP) should do 
better given the enormous resources at its disposal. 

Rural Development 

The main interventions concern agricultural development in the form of community-designed and managed 
rural development as well as financing rural projects. Other interventions are the expansion of rural 
roads, establishment of storage and processing infrastructures / facilities, establishment of irrigation 
schemes, provision of clean and potable water health care services / hospitals, schools, cottage 
industries, 1CT facilities and agricultural research. 

Good Governance 
The fight against hunger and poverty can be won in the country if there is the political will to do this. And 
this will come by way of good governance and purposeful leadership. There is no doubt that for us to 
break this circle of poverty and the attendant hunger/malnutrition, there must be in place transparent, 
planned and people-oriented governance which cannot be said of many regimes in Nigeria, and Africa in 
general. 

Debt Cancellations 
Judging by the widely acknowledged adverse ripple effects of hunger and poverty on global economy 
and development / civilization, it is in order to also remind creditor nations of the need for debt 
forgiveness and reduction which will go a long way in freeing funds for the provision of basic needs in 
developing countries including Nigeria. 

Recommendations 
To reduce hunger and poverty in the country, the following agriculture and development -oriented policy 
guidelines are recommended. Governments at all levels must: 
* Invest more in agriculture. 
* Focus on the poor and on creating sustainable livelihoods and food security at the household 



level. 
* Enhance productivity of smallholder producers and processors all along the food and value 

chains. 
* Promote participatory development and the elimination of gender and social discrimination. 
* Ensure year-round adequacy and safety of local food supplies. 
* Create enabling environment for private-sector investment. 
* Invest more in women as citizens and as farmers. 
* Promote sustainable environmental protection. 
* Make trade work for the poor. 
* Subsidize agricultural inputs and services. 

Conclusion 
Eliminating hunger and poverty is technically feasible judging by the huge human and material 

resources the country is blessed with. Governments at all levels in Nigeria must therefore plan and practically 
implement result-oriented projects and programmes targeted at the pragmatic eradication of poverty. Equally 
important is investment in agriculture and rural development because the hungry are mostly the poor, they are 
largely living in rural areas and are largely depending on agriculture for survival. 
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