
Chapter 4

Food Security, Sustainable Rural 
Development and Agriculture 

Population growth affects the global 
demand for food. Women are the world's 
greatest food producers and family 
nutritionists, and ensuring their health is key 
to food security. Increasing the nutritional 
health of the family, particularly through 
birth spacing and family planning, will have 
a positive impact on family nutrition as well. 
Moreover, concentrating on the nutritional 
needs of priority groups, such as pregnant 
women, nursing mothers and people with 
HIV/AIDS, will improve the health of those 
most in need of food security. The following 
pages explore these issues, along with 
suggestions for improving food security, 
agriculture and health outcomes.



36  |  Chapter 4 Food Security, Sustainable Rural Development and Agriculture

World Population Growth is a major driving force of  food demand.

Quick Facts

`In the next 50 years, the poorest 50 countries on Earth will triple in size, 
and the planet will have more than 9 billion people. Most of that growth 
will occur in places where hunger and malnutrition are prevalent and 
basic sustenance is already a daily concern.'1

`¼ in many poor countries, population growth is already outpacing food 
production.' 2 

`Ensuring the ability of women and men to exercise their reproductive 
rights will have a decisive impact on population growth and on prospects 
for food security in the 21st century.3

Context

Population growth directly challenges food security, particularly in 
sub-Saharan Africa. Food security and agricultural programmes can be an 
effective means to deliver reproductive health services, and integrate family 
planning with sustainable agriculture. For example, in Indonesia, the Rural 
Development Foundation (Yayasan Pengembangan Pedesaan, or YPP) 
conducted one such successful project `In a Muslim community in East Java 
where it is sensitive to discuss matters related to sexual organs and sexuality, 
plant and pest biology, as well as its reproductive function analogy have 
proven to be effective entry points.'4 

Other projects have found that community members ± including men ± 
were very receptive to family planning activities, despite the initial worries of 
agricultural extension agents.5

1.
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What you can do 

Highlight the link between population growth and food security in 
dialogues with governments and other donors. Integrate reproductive 
health and family planning activities, services and supplies into agriculture 
and food security programmes, and monitor the impact of population 
growth rates on food security. 

Women produce most of the food in the developing world; their 
health is a major factor in agricultural production and household 
food security.

Quick Facts

Women comprise half of the world's agricultural workforce. In Africa 
women grow most staple crops, and in Southeast Asia women are re-
sponsible for up to 90 percent of the labour used to cultivate rice.2

`Agricultural extension services are heavily biased towards men. Education 
and outreach efforts in support of sustainable farming and land manage-
ment methods often pass [women] by.'6

`Women in Africa work from twelve to thirteen more hours a week than 
men, often averaging over 65 hours.'7 These long working hours have se-
rious implications for women's health.

Context

In most developing countries, women grow the majority of food that is 
consumed by the population. When women die in pregnancy, are weakened 
by immunity and reproductive diseases, or suffer debilitating injuries and 
infections, they are unable to contribute economically for the families that 
depend on them.7 Women's health is crucial to food security and nutrition, 
and agriculture and food security programmes are uniquely positioned to 
respond to women's productive and reproductive needs.2 

2.
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The UN Millennium Project's Task Force on Hunger recommends that 
agricultural policies be adjusted to `support the needs of women farmers 
Ð by improving access to productive resources, increasing the number 
of women extension agents recruited, and linking women more directly 
through agricultural advisory services with literacy, numeracy, reproductive 
health, and nutrition programs.'8 In doing so, agricultural policies could be 
used to support the productive and reproductive roles of women in rural 
settings and communities.

What you can do 

Country strategies, sector and budget support programmes and calls 
for proposals addressing agriculture must prioritise the needs of women 
farmers, including their health needs. Policies and activities should advise 
implementers to collect gender-disaggregated data related to women's 
contribution to food production and agriculture and the impact of 
women's health on food production and security. Agriculture programmes 
should recruit women extension agents and provide links to women's 
health services for women in rural areas. 
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Reproductive health services can improve women's and children's 
nutrition, and better nutrition can improve reproductive health; 
particularly for vulnerable groups such as people living with 
HIV/AIDS. 

Quick Facts

Smaller families and wider birth intervals as [a] result of contraceptive 
use allow families to invest more in each child's nutrition and health, 
and can reduce poverty and hunger for all members of a household.'9

Research shows that `¼ malnutrition signi® cantly increases the risk of 
poor reproductive health outcomes in women and girls; and heavy repro-
ductive burdens further aggravate malnutrition'.10 

`hunger and malnutrition were the factors that pushed young women 
into prostitution in Nigeria and these same factors hindered them from 
practicing safe sex within the sex industry.'11

`¼ malnourishment weakens the immune system and strength of those 
with HIV/AIDS, making them succumb more quickly to the disease.'12 
This hampers their abilities to grow food and earn an income.

HIV raises energy requirements by 10-30% adults (adults) and 50-100% 
among children losing weight.13

Context

Malnourishment, particularly from childhood, presents adverse risks for 
the future of a community. Women who become pregnant while suffering 
from a lack of nutrition give birth to infants with a low birth weight and 
are at risk fo greater infant and maternal mortality.10 14 Reproductive health 
services can help to reduce these risks and increase the nutirition of women 
and children. 

The UN has identi® ed underweight pregnant women and nursing mothers 
as a priority groups in supplemental feeding programmes: `Ensuring 

3.
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Additional Resources

International Council on Management of Population Programmes 
www.icomp.org.my
UN Millennium Project Task Force on Hunger: 
www.unmillenniumproject.org/reports/tf_hunger.htm

universal access to reproductive health services is essential for improving the 
nutritional status of pregnant women and their children, particularly through 
the appropriate spacing of births.'8 Fewer births and smaller families, through 
the use of contraception and family planning, ensure a greater amount of 
nutritional resources be provided to each member of the family. 

Moreover, people who are living with HIV/AIDS requi re greater nutritional 
resources than uninfected persons. Comprehensive reproductive health services 
can improve the overall health of people living with HIV/AIDS, which can 
improve their nutrition, ability to grow food and m ake a living.

What you can do

Prioritise the health of women (particularly pregnant women and 
nursing mothers), children and people living with HIV/AIDS in nutri-
tion and food security programmes, by increasing their access to repro-
ductive health services. This includes improving access to and availabil-
ity of family planning supplies and information which enables women 
to space and limit child births.

Best Practice:
 

Empowering women farmers through men. This project integrates 
agricultural activities and reproductive health. 
NGO: Rural Development Foundation (Yayasan Pengembangan 
Pedesaan, or YPP)
Website: www.icomp.org.my/Resources/Gender%20and%20RH/inno4/
inno4c2.htm


