
Apr i l  2021  United  Nat ions  Depar tment  of  Economic  and Socia l  Af fa i rs  1 

Population, food security, nutrition and sustainable development
INTRODUCTION: CAN THE WORLD FEED A 
POPULATION OF NEARLY 10 BILLION IN 
2050?
The question of population growth has long been con-
nected with the topic of food security. Since the 1960s, 
global growth in agricultural production has outpaced 
population increase. However, this success has come at 
high costs: first, food systems are already exceeding some 
planetary boundaries for key resources and are generating 
tremendous food loss and waste. Second, current diets 
are resulting in premature mortality and susceptibility to 
both chronic and infectious diseases. Third, food systems 
continue to be linked with vast inequalities, including the 
persistence of hunger and food insecurity and the strug-
gle for decent livelihoods by workers across food systems. 
The interrelationships between population, food security, 
nutrition and sustainable development involve more than 
a mere sufficiency of calories for a growing population. 
To ensure a healthy future for both people and planet, 
the growing population must be fed in a manner that is 
healthy, equitable and sustainable.

FOOD SYSTEMS ARE LEAVING TOO MANY 
HUNGRY, WHILE INCREASING OTHER 
TYPES OF MALNUTRITION
Despite progress in reducing both the number of under-
nourished persons and the prevalence of undernour-
ishment in recent decades, in 2019, almost 690 million 
people, or 8.9 per cent of the global population, were un-
dernourished.  Furthermore, after more than a decade of 
steady decline, the number of undernourished people has 
been rising since 2014 and is now back at levels seen in 
the period 2008–2009 (see figure I). The stall in global 
progress against undernourishment has been driven by 
many factors, including economic slowdowns, armed con-
flicts, humanitarian emergencies, disease outbreaks, pest 
infestations and adverse consequences of climate change, 
including drought and extreme weather events. In gen-
eral, undernourishment is closely linked with poverty, 

POLICY BRIEF NO102

The United Nations Commission on Population and Development will consider the special theme of population, food security, nutrition and sustainable 
development at its 54th session in April 2021. This policy brief summarizes key messages from the report of the Secretary-General on the special theme 
available at https://undocs.org/en/E/CN.9/2021/2. References for all data in this policy brief can be found in the report. For further information, contact 
undesa@un.org, or visit www.un.org/development/desa/publications/

Summary
Population lies at the heart of sustainable development, 
including efforts to create sustainable and equitable 
food systems. Population trends, including population 
growth, urbanization, changing age distributions, 
changes in health and mortality, rural-urban migration 
and international migration, are closely linked to many 
aspects of food systems. The Programme of Action of the 
International Conference on Population and Development 
(ICPD) emphasizes individual rights and human 
development, especially for women and girls, as well as 
sustainable consumption and production. An evidence-
based understanding of the interrelationships between 
demographic trends and food systems, food security and 
nutrition, as well as relevant policy responses, will be an 
essential input to broader international discussions of 
hunger, food security, nutrition and food systems in 2021, 
including at the high-level political forum on sustainable 
development, the United Nations Food Systems Summit 
and the Nutrition for Growth Summit.
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inequalities and social exclusion.
The world is not on track to meet globally agreed 

targets in fighting the multiple burdens of undernutrition, 
micronutrient deficiencies and overweight/obesity. The 
global prevalence of stunting (low height for age among 
children under age 5) in 2019 was 21.3 per cent, or 144 mil-
lion children affected. Globally, 6.9 per cent of children 
under age 5 in 2019 suffered from wasting, a sign of severe 
acute malnutrition, above the global target of less than 5 
per cent by 2025. Worldwide in 2016, one in three women 
of reproductive age (15–49 years) were affected by anae-
mia. At the same time, 6 per cent of children under age 5, 
20.6 per cent of children aged 5–9, 17.3 per cent of adoles-
cents aged 10–19, and 38.9 per cent of adults (aged 18 or 
older) were overweight1.

A key reason why millions of people around the 
world suffer from hunger, food insecurity and malnutri-
tion is that they cannot afford the cost of healthy diets 
that would meet their food and nutrient needs. In many 
instances, the cost of healthy diets exceeds the interna-
tional poverty line, established at $1.90 purchasing power 
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greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions. Food production is a 
major driver of biodiversity loss and of air and water pol-
lution, deforestation, soil degradation, antibiotic-re-
sistant bacteria and water scarcity. Food loss and waste 
amount to between 25 and 30 per cent of total food pro-
duction and account for between 8 and 10 per cent of 
GHG emissions. Climate change already affects food se-
curity through changing precipitation patterns and an in-
creased frequency of extreme events, such as heatwaves, 
floods and droughts. The impacts are especially severe 
in low- and middle-income countries, where many peo-
ple depend on agriculture for their livelihoods and where 
food security and adaptive capacity are low.

While population growth is an important driver of 
increased food demand, its impact is amplified by changes 
in the types and quantities of food demanded per person. 
As per capita income has increased, diets have changed to 
include both more calories and more varied and expen-
sive foods. Certain food and food production choices have 
higher environmental burdens in terms of greenhouse gas 
emissions (see figure III), water use, land use, energy use 
and nitrogen and phosphorus applications. Encouraging 

consumption of healthier diets that include sustainability 
considerations would require a range of actions that com-
bine nutrition education campaigns with economic meas-
ures and changes to food environments.

Health and sustainability considerations are inter-
twined with questions about the affordability of diets. In 
high-income countries, major reductions in consumption 
of animal source foods are needed in order to meet health 
and environmental goals. In many low-income countries, 
however, current consumption of animal source foods is 
often insufficient to meet micronutrient needs, especially 
among young children.  Thus, a nuanced approach is re-
quired in promoting dietary changes in different contexts 
and locations, with an urgent need for actions throughout 
the food chain to increase the supply and affordability of 
nutrient-rich foods, including plant-based proteins, fruits 
and vegetables.  

FOOD SYSTEMS ARE IMPORTANT 
SOURCES OF LIVELIHOODS
It is estimated that the livelihoods of about 4.5 billion 
people globally are tied to food systems. Too often, those 
working in food systems are themselves affected by pov-
erty and hunger. Transitions from traditional agricultural 
societies to modern economies dominated by manufac-
turing and services must ensure expanded off-farm job 
opportunities while improving employment conditions 
in the agricultural sector. New agricultural technologies 
must be evaluated in terms of how well they meet the 

In 2020, lockdowns to prevent the spread of COVID-19 disrupted 
food supply chains and caused an economic recession with 
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