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What Is Food Security?

In this case, the 2011 doubling of global wheat 
prices, resulting from unusual climate events in 
China, Russia, Ukraine, Canada, and Australia, 
shook the political stability of Egypt. Through 
these events, we saw that the stability of the entire 
global community, not just the Middle East and 
North Africa, is dependent on the balance of our 
food systems. 

Alongside changes in climate and threats to 
political stability from increasingly interdepen-
dent markets, we also expect that, by 2050, an 
estimated 9 billion people will inhabit the planet. 
Yet, our global ability to sustainably feed this 
growing population, with increasing demands 
from a  growing middle class for meat-rich diets, 
is uncertain. 

What used to be seen as periodic acute mis-
matches between supply and demand in particular 
geographic regions has instead become a looming 
global challenge. All signs indicate that food secu-
rity will be one of the greatest challenges of this 
century. Solutions must now be developed that 

will pave the way for holistic transformation of our 
global food systems. 

Recognizing the complexity and severity of the 
issue and the geopolitical, humanitarian, and envi-
ronmental challenges it poses, three of the Aspen 
Institute’s policy programs—the Middle East Pro-
grams, Aspen Global Health and Development, 
and the Energy and Environment Program—have 
come together to take this issue head on through a 
cross-program, Institute-style strategy group. 

UNDERSTANDING FOOD SECURITY
Many forces—including political conflict, climate 
change, inadequate infrastructure, and the absence 
of capable governance—threaten food price stabil-
ity and general food security. In the Middle East, 
the Syrian conflict has displaced more than four 
million people. The civil war has substantially dis-
rupted markets and livelihoods, shattering food 
security in the process. Syrian fruit, vegetable, and 
cereal production has been cut in half, and refugees 
fleeing into Jordan and Lebanon are putting great 
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prices. In the developing world, food insecurity is 
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food shortage, but as increasing and volatile food prices.

Aspen 

Institute 

programs 

collaborate 

for the first 

time to 

address one 

of the most 

pressing 

global issues 

of the 

century.



S u m m e r  2 0 1 3 79T H E  A S P E N  I D E A

The Conversa t ion

strain on the receiving countries’ resources. In other 
cases, tropical storms like those in the Philippines 
and Haiti similarly threaten regional food security. 
(Global Food Security Update)

Looking beyond singular events to the current 
situation globally, long-term food security is most 
threatened in sub-Saharan Africa and Southeast 
Asia. In these regions, food consumption accounts 
for an overwhelmingly high percentage of a fam-
ily’s household expenditure—around 70 percent in 
Congo and Cambodia. Low levels of food afford-
ability, availability, quality, and safety compound the 
issue. While East and West Africa, Central America, 
and Asia have recently strengthened their food 
security due to abundant harvests, Southern Africa 
is now reaching its annual peak in food insecurity. 

Food security not only encompasses adequate 
food supplies, but also nutrition. If the expected 
population growth by 2050 is realized, increased 
demands will be made on an already strained 
ecological and agricultural resource base and 
would expose even greater numbers of people to 
the specters of hunger, malnutrition, and poverty.
Malnutrition is an underlying cause of one-third of 
the global total of children’s deaths. For those who 
survive, malnutrition still exacts a heavy toll. Indi-
viduals suffering from chronic malnutrition lose 
10 percent of their potential lifetime earnings, and 
entire countries lose 2 to 3 percent of their annual 
GDP. (Food. Farming. Future: Breaking the Cycle 
of Malnutrition and Poverty, 2012)

Preparing for the global challenge of stable 
and healthy diets, alongside increasing population 
pressures on natural resources, will require long-
term, permanent changes in policy and the eco-
nomics of our food systems. Agriculture financing 
for smallholder farmers, government food safety 
net programs, availability of quality protein, and 
diet diversification—all of these levers can be used 
by governments to create stable food systems for 
the future. (Global Food Security Index)

Today, advances in the areas of genomics, plant 
breeding, ecology, and climate are leading the way, 
yet progressive policies are also needed to support 
these developments. Development policies should 
aim to break cycles of poverty and increase global 
food security by connecting farmers to larger busi-
nesses and global markets. We must improve coor-
dination among international financial institutions 
to remove obstacles to finance access for the agri-
culture sector in developing nations. And markets 
must be developed that can address price volatility 
by providing farmers access to risk-management 

tools, and insurance and hedging mechanisms. 
In identifying solutions to these great food-

security challenges, there is a distinct need to work 
across the agriculture, energy, trade, economics, 
ecology, finance, and health sectors. 

LOOKING AT THE ROAD AHEAD
The Institute collaborative is working to support 
leaders in answering this key question: How can 
the world feed a growing population sustain-
ably and equitably without exceeding the natural 
resources carrying capacity of the planet?

Aspen’s Food Security Strategy Group will 
be a tool to inform and empower leaders; identify 
breakthrough ideas with the potential to influ-
ence relevant food-security factors; and engage 
communities, businesses, governments, and other 
leaders across the globe. Group dialogues—occur-
ring over several years—will seek to prepare 
leaders to improve coordination between NGO 
and private sector efforts, address challenges of 
local governance, strengthen the rule of law and 
sanctity of contract in agriculture markets, support 
smallholder and women farmers, and develop in-
country leadership over food infrastructure. 

A few assumptions can be made about the solu-
tions needed for achieving food security over the 
next century. First, globalism—along with globally 
interdependent food markets—is here to stay. At 
the same time, only approximately 25 percent of 
world farm output is traded globally, according 
to WTO Director-General Pascal Lamy (Reuters, 
2009), due to the bulky and perishable nature of 
food. This means that only a handful of countries, 
such as the US and Brazil, are expected to produce 
the bulk of food that will fill the “gaps” around the 
world.

Secondly, agricultural production must increase 
in volume and nutritional value. While we now 
produce enough to feed the current world popu-
lation, additional calories will be needed to meet 
expected future population changes (both growth 
and dietary shifts). At the same time, expand-
ing global food production cannot be the only 
solution to food security, due to natural resource 
constraints and the impact of agriculture on the 
environment. We must fundamentally alter the 
nature of our global food systems to achieve long-
term sustainability. 

THE NEED FOR ACTION
While food security is receiving long-due levels of 
heightened media attention, academic scrutiny, 
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and financial investment, we are currently failing 
to cultivate the leadership required to achieve the 
UN Food and Agriculture Organization’s vision 
for global access to “sufficient, safe, and nutritious 
food.”

A host of actors are tackling food security in 
important ways. The World Economic Forum’s 
New Vision for Agriculture program, for example, 
has developed a road map for achieving food secu-
rity by midcentury that highlights investment in 
agriculture, innovative collaboration models, and 
private sector contributions. Other organizations 
have worked to highlight those developing ground-
breaking innovations, including the World Food 
Prize, which this year honored Daniel Hillel, the 
Israeli scientist credited with developing water-
saving drip irrigation methods for the world’s driest 
climates. 

However, establishing leadership and strong 
governance over food security remains of critical 
importance. In a series of scoping meetings hosted 
by the Institute this past year, experts identified 
essential gaps left unaddressed by current initia-
tives, including social safety nets, food guidelines 
that incorporate environmental factors, population 
pressures, and policy focused on the regulation of 
the entire food system to encourage public health, 
sustainability, and economic development. 

Now is the time to foster action at the highest 
levels of leadership, which, in turn, must guide 
collaboration across sectors, taking advantage of 
the synergies between technology, health, environ-
mental sustainability, and international trade for 
achieving food security. 

WHY ASPEN? BRIDGING SECTORS AT 
THE HIGHEST LEVEL
In June 2013, the Institute launched the Food 
Security Strategy Group through an inaugural 
dialogue in Marrakech, hosted by the OCP Group, 
a Moroccan phosphates company. 

Dialogue co-chairs for the Strategy Group 
include former Secretary of State and Institute 
board member Madeleine K. Albright; for-
mer US Senate Majority Leader Tom  Daschle; 
Nigerian philanthropist and Chairman of Heirs 
Holdings Tony Elumelu; former Secretary of 
Agriculture and Institute Congressional Program 
Executive Director Dan Glickman; and former 
Secretary General, EU Council, and Brookings 
Institution Senior Fellow in Foreign Policy Javier 
Solana. OCP Group, Bunge Ltd., Dupont, and 
Land O’ Lakes Inc. are graciously supporting this 

strategy group and offer important perspective 
alongside other corporations.

The strategy group model positions a diverse 
array of experts and stakeholders to interrogate an 
issue through open dialogue, with a sharp focus on 
strategic planning and action-oriented outcomes. 
The group is taking a long-term, global, systems 
approach to understanding the food-security cri-
sis. Specific issues being addressed through these 
Institute convenings are water usage, entrepre-
neurship, human capacity, technical support to 
farmers, availability of public education to both 
genders, and building the capacity of universities 
and research institutions. These are just a few of 
the priority items that leaders will need to face in 
the decades to come.

The Institute’s strength as a convener enables 
it to fulfill this unique role within the food-
security community. Its cross-sector, global, and 
high-level examination of leadership strategies 
makes it crucially relevant in both the US and 
international food-security contexts. The multiday, 
deep-dialogue format provides participants with 
an intimate off-the-record opportunity to listen to 
experts and consult with their peers in an environ-
ment removed from the demands of the outside 
world. Participants will be able to take the time 
to be thoroughly immersed in the complex web of 
factors to be considered in strategic food-security 
planning.

The success of this Strategy Group will be 
determined not only by the development of rec-
ommendations for policymakers, businesses, mar-
kets, and other actors, but also by the ability of par-
ticipating leaders to formulate a set of global values 
upon which the group can agree to structure their 
own sector strategies, and influence fellow leaders. 
With global leaders acting in concert toward long-
term food security, we will strengthen our ability 
to maintain complex food systems in a world expe-
riencing massive climate change, population shifts 
and future pressures we have yet to encounter. A

Peggy Clark is the vice president of policy pro-
grams, executive director of Aspen Global Health 
and Development, and director of Artisan Partners 
@Aspen. As executive director of Aspen Global 
Health and Development, Peggy leads programs 
promoting breakthrough solutions to global 
development.

Dan Glickman is the executive director of the 
Aspen Institute Congressional Program, a nongov-
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governmental, nonpartisan educational program 
for members of the United States Congress. The 
program provides lawmakers with a stronger 
grasp of critical public policy issues by conven-
ing high-level conferences and breakfast meetings 
in which legislators are brought together with 
internationally-recognized academics, experts, 
and leaders to study the issues and explore various 
policy alternatives.

David Monsma is the executive director of the 
Institute’s Energy and Environment Program, 
which includes the Catto Fellowship Program, the 
Aspen Energy Policy Forum, and the Aspen Com-
mission on Arctic Climate Change. An attorney by 
training, Monsma has 20 years of policy experience 
in environmental law, sustainable development, 
and corporate governance.

Toni Verstandig is chair of the Institute’s Middle 
East Programs and senior vice president at the S. 
Daniel Abraham Center for Middle East Peace. At 
the Institute, she oversees the Secretariat for the 
recently launched Partners for a New Beginning.

Nic Buckley is senior project manager for the 
Institute’s Energy and Environment Program. 
She serves as project lead for the Food Security 
Strategy Group, and manages the Energy and 
Environment Program’s developing land and ocean 
conservation work. 
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Thank you to the Strategy 
Group Co-Chairs: 

Madeleine K. Albright

Thomas A. Daschle

Tony Elumelu

Dan Glickman

Javier Solana 
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