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F O R E W O R D 

Over the last f i f t y years i t has been stated that agr icu l tura l product ion 
managed to keep pace w i t h and even outpace populat ion g row th . Nevertheless 
poor accessibi l i ty, uneven d is t r ibu t ion and inadequate avai lab i l i ty o f food con t i n ­
ued to keep near ly one b i l l i on people cron ica l ly undernourished. 

The chal lenge that looms over the hor izon is fo rmidab le . B y the year 2030, w e 
s t i l l have to nour ish 3 b i l l i o n addi t ional people. Even to main ta in current leve l o f 
f o o d avai labi l i ty , i t w i l l require rap id and sustained f o o d product ion by over 75 
percent. 

The global effort to meet this challenge is spearheaded by the F A O . This programme 
needs support f r o m a l l concerned. The Hector Kobbekaduwa Agrar ian Research 
and Tra in ing Inst i tute i n order to commemora te the " W o r l d F o o d D a y " o n 16th 
October 1996, organized a o n e day seminar t i t l ed "F igh t ing Hunger and M a l n u t r i ­
t i o n " . The purpose was to make po l i cy makers, imp lement ing agencies, academ­
ics and others aware o f the ex is t ing and impend ing situations and to devise ways 
and means to deal w i t h i t e f fect ive ly 

I w i sh to thank the F A O Representative i n Sr i L a n k a and Ma ld i ves fo r his encour­
agement, and the academics w h o took t i m e away f r o m their heavy schedules to 
present papers i n this seminar. 

M y thanks are also due to Dr . W . G . Jayasena, Head, Agr i cu l tu ra l Planning and 
Eva lua t ion D i v i s i o n , fo r h is energetic ef for ts i n organiz ing this seminar and also 
f o r prepar ing the seminar proceedings fo r pub l ica t ion . 

D r . S .G . Samaras inghe 
D i r e c t o r 
H A R T I 
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One day Seminar was organized by the Ag r i cu l t u ra l P lanning and Eva lu ­
at ion D i v i s i on of the H A R T I on 15th October, 1996 to commemora te the W o r l d 
F o o d D a y and enhance the awareness of po l icy makers, professionals, and general 
pub l ic about the w o r l d f o o d securi ty si tuat ion and fu ture prospects. 

Open ing the first session of the seminar, D r . S.G. Samarasinghe, D i rec to r 
of the H A R T I , b r i e f l y exp la ined the purpose of the seminar. The C h i e f Guest M r . 
G . Bernard ( F A O Representat ive i n Sr i Lanka and Ma ld i ves ) emphasized the i m ­
portance of tak ing ac t ion ind iv idua l l y , regional ly , na t iona l ly and internat ional ly i n 
order to produce suf f ic ient f ood i n qua l i ty and quant i ty to feed 800 m i l l i o n people 
i n the Wor l d w h o d o n ' t have suf f ic ient food at this t ime. The F A O Di rector -
General 's Message o n the occasion o f W o r l d F o o d D a y was also read a t the semi­
nar by M r . G. Bernard . 

The key no t address was made by Prof. M J v I . Karunanayake and this was 
f o l l owed by three presentations made by Dr . D . Gamage (Research and Tra in ing 
Off icer , H A R T I ) , Dr . G a m i n i Wickramas inghe (Research and T ra in ing Of f icer , 
H A R T I ) and Dr . S.G. Samarasinghe, ( D i r e c t o r / H A R T I ) . 

The theme o f Prof . Karunanayake's key note address was the "Perspec­
t ives o n F o o d Secur i ty i n S r i L a n k a " . H e presented an account o f present f o o d 
security si tuat ion i n Sr i L a n k a by l ook ing at f o o d securi ty f r o m several perspec­
tives such as poverty, heal th and nu t r i t i on , technology, env i ronmenta l degradat ion 
and structural adjustments. I n h is conc lud ing remarks Prof . Karunanayake p i n ­
pointed several issues w h i c h are to be addressed i n order to ensure f o o d securi ty i n 
Sr i Lanka . 

Dr . Gamage's presentat ion emphasized the need for p romo t i ng grass roo t 
par t ic ipat ion i n nu t r i t i on programmes. Poverty and ma lnu t r i t i on are strong ind ica­
tors w h i c h show the f o o d insecur i ty i n any society. A s emphasized b y Dr . Gamage, 
grass root par t ic ipat ion, strengthening self-rel iance among ru ra l poor and also ' e m ­
powerment ' o f grass roots are essential to achieve successful results f r o m nut r i ­
t iona l programmes. 

Further he argued that instead o f standard top -down approach to nu t r i -
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t iona l improvements , the par t ic ipatory approaches to nu t r i t i on make possible the 
adopt ion o f a context speci f ic , ho l is t ic approach to solve i t 

Dr . G a m i n i Wickramas inghe i n h is presentation attempted to elaborate 
cu l tura l d imens ion o f nu t r i t i on w i t h a v i e w to b r ing ing out the complex i t y o f the 
issues i nvo l ved i n i m p r o v i n g nu t r i t i on . 

The f i na l presentat ion o f the seminar was made b y Dr . Samarasinghe, 
Di rector , H A R T I on the theme " F o o d f o r A l l : A n Agenda fo r S r i L a n k a " . H e 
focussed attent ion o f the part ic ipants on t w o matters perta in ing to f o o d securi ty i n 
Sr i Lanka , f i rs t ly the impor tance o f paddy cu l t iva t ion i n the agr icu l tura l sector and 
the assistance g i ven b y the Sinhala roya l ty to ensure f o o d security. Secondly, the 
t ransformat ion o f paddy based agr icul ture to mere ly a substance agr icul ture. Fur ­
ther Dr . Samarasinghe b r i e f l y exp la ined the act iv i t ies in i t ia ted b y the present G o v ­
ernment to improve the agr icu l tura l p roduc t ion and f o o d securi ty s i tuat ion i n the 
country. 

The f u l l texts o f the papers presented at this seminar b y the inv i ted speak­
ers are inc luded i n this r e p o r t 

I also take this oppor tun i ty to thank M r . G . A . K . K . Kumara , Research and 
Tra in ing Of f icer , w h o pe r fo rmed as the rapporteur, M r s . N . S. Abeygunawardane, 
Senior Assistant Registrar, f o r the logis t ic support, M i s s . U d e n i Jayawardane fo r 
w o r d processing and M r . Pa l i tha Gunaratne f o r type sett ing the seminar proceed­
ings. 

D r . W . G . Jayasena 
H e a d , A g r i c u l t u r a l P l a n n i n g a n d E v a l u a t i o n D i v i s i o n . 



C O N T E N T S 
Page 

F o r e w o r d i i i 
A c k n o w l e d g m e n t i v 

T h e T h e m e f o r W o r l d F o o d D a y • 1 9 9 6 : F i g h t i n g 0 1 
H u n g e r a n d M a l n u t r i t i o n 

W e l c o m e Add ress 03 
- B y Dr . S.G. Samarasinghe (Di rector , H A R T I ) 

Add ress b y F A O Represen ta t i ve i n S r i L a n k a a n d M a l d i v e s 05 
- B y M r . G . Bernard 

F i g h t i n g H u n g e r a n d M a l n u t r i t i o n - 06 
T h e F A O D i r e c t o r - G e n e r a l ' s Message 

- Read b y M r . G. Bernard , F A O Representative i n Sr i Lanka 
and M a l d i v e s 

Perspect ive o n F o o d Secu r i t y i n S r i L a n k a ( K e y N o t e Add ress ) 08 
- B y Prof . MM. Karunanayake (Dean, Facu l ty o f Graduate 

Studies, Un ivers i t y o f S r i Jayawardenapura) 

P r o m o t i n g G r a s s r o o t s P a r t i c i p a t i o n f o r N u t r i t i o n a l I m p r o v e m e n t s 19 
- B y Dr . D . Gamage (Research and Tra in ing Of f icer , H A R T I ) 

C u l t u r a l D i m e n s i o n o f N u t r i t i o n 35 
- B y Dr . G a m i n i Wickramas inghe (Research and Tra in ing 

Of f icer , H A R T I ) 

F o o d f o r A l l : A n A g e n d a f o r S r i L a n k a 39 
- By ,Dr . S .G. Samarasinghe (Di rector , H A R T I ) 

L i s t o f P a r t i c i p a n t s 45 

v n 



T H E T H E M E F O R W O R L D F O O D D A Y 1996 

F i g h t i n g H u n g e r a n d M a l n u t r i t i o n 

(Food and Agr i cu l tu ra l Organizat ion o f the Un i t ed Nat ions) 

F i g h t i n g H u n g e r a n d M a l n u t r i t i o n is the W o r l d F o o d D a y theme f o r 
1996. Th is impor tant theme also expresses the pr imary miss ion o f the Food and 
Agr i cu l tu re Organizat ion, rea f f i rmed recent ly i n a Fi f teenth Anniversary Declara­
t i on on F o o d and Agr i cu l tu re issued i n Quebec Ci ty , Canada. A t a ceremony he ld 
o n 16 October 1995 i n the same ha l l where F A O was founded, M in is te rs and P len i ­
potentiaries p ledged anew their commi tmen t to FAO 's goa l o f he lp ing to " b u i l d a 
w o r l d where a l l people can l i ve w i t h d ign i ty , conf ident o f food secur i ty" . 

The digni tar ies echoed the found ing members, w h o stated i n the F A O 
Const i tut ion o f 1945 their determination " t o promote the common welfare by raising 
levels o f nu t r i t i on and standards o f l i v i n g " . The 1995 Quebec Declarat ion went 
further. I t stressed that hunger and ma lnu t r i t i on w o u l d on l y be vanquished when 
a l l people had secured access t o the quant i ty and var iety o f safe foods o f good 
qua l i ty that they needed for a heal thy d i e t 

I n 1992, the Internat ional Conference on Nu t r i t i on , convened i n R o m e 
b y F A O and the W o r l d Hea l th Organ iza t ion , adopted a W o r l d Dec lara t ion and 
Plan o f A c t i o n for Nu t r i t i on that o f fered a f ramework for efforts to solve the prob­
lems o f hunger and ma lnu t r i t i on . 

F i g h t i n g H u n g e r a n d M a l n u t r i t i o n , the theme for W o r l d food D a y 1996, 
carries fo rward the message that the t w i n scourges o f hunger and ma lnu t r i t i on can 
and must be defeated. I t looks to an h is tor ic W o r l d Food Summi t , to be he ld f r o m 
13 to 17 November 1996 at F A O Headquarters i n Rome, to secure the c o m m i t ­
men t o f w o r l d leaders to the cause o f universal food security, thus ensur ing, i n the 
words o f the Summi t slogan, F o o d f o r A l l . 



A s preparat ions fo r the S u m m i t proceeded, w o r l d g ra in stocks have 
dw ind led to dangerously l o w levels, push ing expor t pr ices up by 30 to 50 percent 
and serv ing as a reminder o f the f rag i l i t y o f f ood suppl ies i n a w o r l d that mus t 
produce more each year to feed a rap id ly increasing popu la t ion . 

Over the past 50 years, agr icu l tura l p roduc t ion has managed to keep pace 
w i t h and even outs t r ip popu la t ion g row th . Yet an est imated 800 m i l l i o n people are 
s t i l l chron ica l ly undernour ished and 200 m i l l i o n ch i ld ren under the age o f five 
suffer f r o m pro te in and energy def ic iencies. 

A c h i e v i n g f o o d securi ty fo r today 's hungry, w h o const i tute 2 0 percent o f 
the popu la t ion o f deve lop ing countr ies, requires pol ic ies that make i t possible for 
them to g row o r buy the f o o d they need. 

B y the year 2030 the planet w i l l have to nour ish 3 b i l l i on addi t ional people. 
S imp l y ma in ta in ing current levels o f f o o d ava i lab i l i t y w i l l requi re r ap id and sus­
tainable product ion gains to increase suppl ies b y more than 75 percent w i thou t 
destroying the natural resources on w h i c h we a l l depend. 

W e k n o w that hunger and ma lnu t r i t i on can be vanquished because w e 
have seen some deve lop ing countr ies s ign i f icant ly imp rove levels o f nu t r i t i on for 
a l l their people, especial ly ch i ld ren. Other countr ies mus t f o l l o w their example. 
The r igh t to f o o d is the mos t fundamenta l and basic o f h u m a n rights. 

Three weeks after this year 's W o r l d F o o d Day, the W o r l d F o o d S u m m i t 
w i l l convene. Heads o f State and Governments are expected to discuss and adopt 
a Po l i cy Statement and a Plan o f A c t i o n a imed at ach iev ing universal f o o d secu­
rity. The W o r l d F o o d S u m m i t w i l l be the f i rs t meet ing o f i ts k i n d ever he ld . I t is 
be ing convened i n the be l ie f that the goal o f Un iversa l f o o d securi ty mer i ts the 
f u l l support o f Heads o f State and Governments w h o can transcend sectoral inter­
ests and make a po l i t i ca l commi tmen t to create a w o r l d free f r o m hunger and 
ma lnu t r i t i on . 

I t is F A O ' s hope that the W o r l d F o o d S u m m i t w i l l serve to ra l l y govern­
ments, the internat ional commun i t y , non-governmenta l organizat ions and other 
sectors o f c i v i l society to the fight against hunger and ma lnu t r i t i on and fo r the 
at tainment o f F o o d f o r A l l . 
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W E L C O M E A D D R E S S 

b y 

D r . S .G . S a m a r a s i n g h e * 

G o o d M o r n i n g ! Ladies & Gent lemen 

M r . G . Bernard, F A O Representative i n S r i L a n k a & Ma ld i ves 
M r . A . M . B . Warsakoon, A d d l . Secretary 
Prof. MM. Karunanayake 
M r . A l e x Perera, D i rec to r o f N G O Counc i l i n Sr i L a n k a 
M y Of f icers and Col leagues 

W e l l , as y o u a l l k n o w the W o r l d Food D a y is tomorrow. Bu t , w e have 
organized this seminar f o r today because the F A O Representative is actual ly is not 
on ly the representative o f S r i L a n k a but Ma ld i ves as w e l l . But , he is a resident in 
Sr i Lanka . So, at least on the W o r l d F o o d D a y let h i m be i n Ma ld i ves . So w e 
thought that w e shou ld have th is seminar this m o r n i n g . I we lcome you a l l f o r this 
ha l f day 's seminar and I am sure that Prof. Karunanayake and Senior Research & 
Tra in ing Off icers w i l l make presentations w h i c h w i l l g i ve f o o d fo r thought j us t 
before l u n c h . W e a l l k n o w that M a c r o E c o n o m i c Structura l Ad jus tments have 
been the key approach i n Sr i L a n k a as w e l l as i n elsewhere in the past decade o r 
so, w o r k towards pover ty a l lev ia t ion. Bu t , the F A O i tse l f has f o u n d that w i t h a l l 
these adjustments a n d act iv i t ies there are 8 0 0 m i l l i o n people w h o are actual ly 
suf fer ing f r o m hunger. So the quest ion is n o w been asked whether this M a c r o 
Economic Structural Ad justments should be fur ther adjusted or what should be 
done. Today we are meet ing to commemorate the W o r l d F o o d D a y i n an event fu l 

* Director , Hec tor Kobbekaduwa Agrar ian Research & Tra in ing Inst i tute 
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year, when the W o r d F o o d S u m m i t is to be he ld very soon ensuring an oppor tu ­
n i t y fo r a l l the countr ies, their presidents, p r ime ministers and the ch ie f execut ives 
to discuss and del iberate and w o r k out a concerted w o r k p lan towards f i n d i n g f o o d 
fo r a l l . Food f o r a l l , I t h ink y o u a l l know, is not a new concept. We are aware that 
L o r d Buddha h imse l f said 'Sabbe Sattha Aharatithika' that every m a n exists i n 
f o o d and so many instances i n the "NikayasT he has ment ioned h o w f o o d can be 
acquired, h o w f o o d can b e saved, h o w f o o d can be preserved and h o w i t c o u l d be 
ut i l ized. I am no t go ing in to detai ls i n these quotat ions, bu t the p rob lem w i l l be 
there as long as human i t y is there. So the F A O is n o w w o r k i n g on a p rog ramme 
towards f i nd ing accessibi l i ty o f f o o d , ava i lab i l i ty o f f o o d and the qua l i ty o f f ood . 
These are the three impor tan t aspects w h i c h w i l l be discussed very soon i n N o ­
vember. F o o d secur i ty as f a r as S r i L a n k a is concerned I t h i nk w e are aware that 
f r o m the time o f the Sinhala roya l t y w e have had roya l ty in tervent ion or govern­
ment intervention in f ood security. W e a l l k n o w that there is a saying 'Raja Bhavathu 
Dhammiko' that is, le t the rulers be righteous, when they can a f fo rd to p rov ide 
enough food, enough transport fac i l i t ies and enough re l ig ious opportuni t ies to the 
communi ty . O f course there were changes then dur ing the co lon ia l per iods. W e 
are aware that h o w our resources have been exhausted b y the co lon ia l ru lers i n 
order to have a p lantat ion economy, w h i c h resulted i n paddy cu l t i va t ion , the m a i n 
f ood , the staple f o o d i n S r i L a n k a m a k i n g , becoming a subsistence agr icu l ture 
w h i c h was not so dur ing the Sinhala royal ty . O f course n o w a concerted at tempt 
is being made as to h o w w e c o u l d make subsistence agr icul ture a commerc ia l 
venture. I t is towards this goa l that the present Government , the present M in i s te r 
o f Agr icu l tu re , Lands & Forestry have developed a p lan w h i c h is ca l led the ' A g r i ­
cul ture Po l icy F ramework ' w h i c h is dest ined or w h i c h is dedicated fo r restructur­
i ng , resuscitating and mot i va t ing the 13,000 odd Farmer Organizat ions i n this coun­
try. So that through the farmer organizat ions an attempt w i l l be made to make the 
subsistence agr icul ture at least a 5 0 % o f commerc ia l venture. I t is towards th is 
goal actual ly we ca l l F o o d fo r A l l , the agenda fo r Sr i L a n k a w o u l d be restructur­
ing the farmer organizat ions. I th ink some o f these facts w i l l be discussed today. I 
don ' t th ink 1 should take your t ime w h i c h is already passed. I k i n d l y n o w inv i te 
M r . G. Bernard, F A O Representat ive i n Sr i Lanka and Ma ld i ves , to de l i ver the 
message o f the D i rec tor Genera l o f the F A O w h i c h w i l l be f o l l o w e d b y the key 
note address by Prof. Karunanayake. 
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Address b y 

F A O Represen ta t i ve i n S r i L a n k a a n d M a l d i v e s , 

M r . G . B e r n a r d 

Dr . Samarasinghe, M r . Perera, M r . Jayasinghe, D is t ingu ished Guests, 

Be fo re I present the message o f the D i rec to r Genera l o f the F A O for c o m ­
memora t ion o f the W o r l d F o o d Day, I w o u l d l i k e to personal ly emphasize the 
importance o f the W o r l d F o o d Day this year, corresponding to the presentation o f 
W o r l d Food Summi t , that should be a very impor tant event, not special ly fo r F A O , 
but more f o r a l l people. W e k n o w that more than 800 m i l l i ons o f people i n the 
w o r l d don ' t have suf f ic ient f o o d at this pos i t ion . W e have to take very strong 
act ion ind iv idua l l y , reg ional ly , nat ional ly, in ternat ional ly i n order to produce suf­
f ic ient f o o d i n quant i ty and i n qua l i ty to a l l these people. You k n o w that the W o r l d 
F o o d S u m m i t is no t an internat ional conference but i t is a pract ica l conference for 
w h i c h each count ry has to prepare a p lan o f act ion i n order to achieve the W o r l d 
F o o d Secur i ty targets. Be fo re I read the F A O Di rec to r General 's message, I w o u l d 
l i k e t o thank Dr . Samarasinghe for organ iz ing this seminar to commemorate the 
W o r l d F o o d Day. 
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FIGHTING HUNGER AND MALNUTRITION 

(The FAO Director-General's Message on the Occasion 
of World Food Day, 16th October 1996, Sri Lanka) 

Today, on the occasion o f W o r l d F o o d Day, w e mark the anniversary o f 
the found ing o f the F o o d and Ag r i cu l t u re Organ izat ion exact ly 51 years age - the 
first o f the Un i t ed Nat ions special ized agencies created after W o r l d War I I to guide 
the w o r l d f r o m devastat ion towards a better fu ture . 

Last year o n th is day - our 50th anniversary - w e looked back over five 
decades o f sol id achievements i n the f ie lds o f agr icu l ture, forestry and f isheries. 
W e were able to state that, despite unprecedented populat ion g row th , the w o r l d 
can produce enough f o o d to feed everyone. B u t our w o r k is far f r o m done. The 
f o o d the w o r l d produces is no t reaching everyone. Hunger and ma lnu t r i t i on s t i l l 
b l i gh t the l ives o f many hundreds o f m i l l i ons o f people. Such a si tuat ion is unac­
ceptable. We cannot - and we w i l l not - a l low i t to cont inue. 

Th is year, w e are l ook i ng f o rwa rd to an impor tant event that we hope w i l l 
lead the w o r l d in to a fu ture i n w h i c h universal f o o d securi ty is f i na l l y achieved so 
that every man , w o m a n and ch i l d is assured o f the nu t r i t i on they need to lead a f u l l 
and product ive l i fe . 

The event to w h i c h I refer is the W o r l d F o o d Summi t , w h i c h w i l l convene 
i n less than a mon th at F A O Headquarters i n Rome. I ts goal is s imp le to state -
" F o o d fo r A l l " . B u t to reach that goa l w i l l take the concerted e f for t o f a l l o f us, 
start ing w i t h the Heads o f State and Governments assembl ing i n Rome . We l ook 
to them to renew the g loba l c o m m i t m e n t to fight hunger and ma lnu t r i t i on , to agree 
on a concrete p lan o f act ion and to m o b i l i z e their min is t r ies and agencies - i n other 
words , to g ive the f i gh t against hunger and ma lnu t r i t i on top p r io r i t y i n their agenda 
f o r the 21st century. Tha t is the first step. 

I n the process o f prepar ing fo r the S i immi t , y o u a l l have been w o r k i n g i n 
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Sr i L a n k a closely w i t h governments, other U N system organizat ions, in tergovern­
menta l and non-governmenta l organizat ions, the pr iva te sector and technical and 
scient i f ic experts. W e w i l l need their help - and the he lp o f a l l o f c i v i l society, o f 
a l l men a n d w o m e n o f g o o d w i l l - to make the Summi t ' s p lan o f act ion a reali ty. 

Together we w i l l have to inst i tute pol ic ies that p rov ide better access to 
f ood , meet emergency foodneeds i n ways that encourage long- te rm development, 
improve trade condi t ions, make stable f ood suppl ies the a i m o f agr icul tural and 
ru ra l deve lopment and invo lve everyone concerned i n the nor th , east, central and 
south o f S r i Lanka , i n the D r y Zone and i n the We t Zone - start ing w i t h the produc­
ers o f f o o d , bo th m e n and w o m e n - i n decisions af fect ing f o o d security. W e w i l l 
need investment i n infrastructure, inst i tut ions, research, and extension, f o r sus­
tainable agr icu l ture and f isheries. A n d that w i l l require internat ional cooperat ion 
and assistance. 

W e mus t recognize that our resources are f in i te . There is on ly so m u c h 
arable land and usable water on earth, but the possibi l i t ies fo r increasing our har­
vests are far f r o m finite. W e must rediscover the potent ia l o f forgot ten plants and 
learn f r o m t rad i t ional fa rm ing methods, imp rove methods o f i r r iga t ion , par t icu­
la r ly f o r the m ino r i r r iga t ion schemes, and u t i l i ze the advances o f b io technology to 
engineer crops that are pest-resistant and harvests that are s low to r o t 

The Green Revo lu t ion o f the 1960s changed the l ives o f m i l l i ons . N o w i t 
i s the turn o f those w h o have been le f t ou t o f benef i t f r o m technological advances 
i n f ood p roduc t ion that can empower the smallest fanners and do no t degrade i ts 
environment,as already started here i n Sr i L a n k a i n Sma l l Farmers Group Organ i ­
zations. 

A f r i c a is the on ly reg ion i n the w o r l d i n w h i c h average f o o d output per 
inhabi tant has fa l len dur ing the last quarter century, bu t countr ies i n other develop­
ing regions have also been unable to produce o r buy enough f o o d f o r their needs. 
I n order to help them a l l on an urgent basis, F A O has launched a Special Programme 
o n F o o d Product ion i n Support o f F o o d Secur i ty i n the L o w - I n c o m e Food-De f i c i t 
Countr ies. 

F igh t ing hunger and ma lnu t r i t i on by p roduc ing enough f o o d and mak ing 
sure that i t reaches everyone is a mora l and eth ical ob l iga t ion . I t is our duty, and i t 
is also an exc i t ing chal lenge. L e t us j o i n forces to meet the chal lenge in a cam­
paign to prov ide food fo r a l l - fo r a l l o f us l i v i n g today and for a l l the generations 
to come. 

( T h i s message was r e a d b y t he F A O Represen ta t i ve i n S r i L a n k a a n d 
M a l d i v e s , M r . G . B e r n a r d ) 
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P E R S P E C T I V E S O N F O O D S E C U R I T Y I N S R I L A N K A 
b y 

P r o f . M . M . K a r u n a n a y a k e * 

Chief Guest Mr. Bernand, FAO Representative, 
Dr. Samarasinghe, Director, HARTI 
Mr. Warsakoon, Additional Secretary, Min. of AL&F, 
Distinguished Guests, 

Let me first of all thank Dr. Samarasinghe, Director, HARTI, for inviting 
me to deliver the keynote address at this seminar held to commemorate the World 
Food Day. An Institute such as the HARTI cannot and indeed should not insulate 
itself from the issues that concern the mass of the population - that happens to be 
rural and agricultural. It is therefore, heartening to note HARTI's sensitivity to the 
issue of food security and its impact on human health and nutrition. Food is of 
course the most basic of human needs, but as the Director General of FAO,.Dr. 
Jacques Diouf has recently reminded us: 

"Approaching the third millennium, the world still faces a crucial chal­
lenge to the most basic human right-freedom from hunger." 

Sri Lanka too has to face a formidable challenge in regard to food secu­
rity. According to the draft National Charter on Agriculture, the demand for rice 
alone would increase by nearly 50% of present production, assuming a population 
of 20 million in the year 2000. Production costs have risen sharply, and since 1984 
paddy production has remained stagnant At present 14% of rice requirement is 
imported. On the other hand structural adjustment policies are constraining the 
accustomed levels of social welfare and benefits. 

Dean, Faculty of Graduate Studies, University of Sri Jayawardanapura 
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Talk ing on f o o d security, I shal l conf ine myse l f to the rura l s i tuat ion and 
secondly, not touch on the impac t o f war o n f o o d securi ty - though i t has important 
imp l ica t ions i n terms o f constra in ing o r prevent ing agr icu l ture, displacement o f 
people and d i f f icu l t ies re lat ing to f ood d is t r ibut ion. I shal l l ook at f o o d securi ty 
f r o m several perspectives namely : 

1 . Poverty 
2 . Heal th and Nu t r i t i on 
3. Technology 
4 . Env i ronmenta l degradat ion, and 
5 . Structura l adjustments 

D e f i n i t i o n o f F o o d Secu r i t y 

I n most societies f o o d per forms certain symbo l ic and r i tua l funct ions. I t 
fo rms an integral part o f a person's total cu l ture . Food is of ten used to in i t iate and 
sustain interpersonal ne tworks and relat ionships and may also be ut i l i zed to estab­
l ish social distance. Some foods m a y be cu l tu ra l ly accepted and others rejected. I f 
people are unable to gain access to cu l tura l ly preferred food , the depr ivat ion caused 
m a y n o t on ly be phys ica l bu t also psycho log ica l . 

I t is through a nu t r i t iona l l y adequate diet that the nut r i t iona l status o f 
ind iv idua ls or fami l ies cou ld be ensured. Nu t r i t i ona l values relate to age, sex, 
phys ica l bu i l t o f the i nd i v idua l and degree o f phys ica l act iv i ty. Nu t r i t i ona l stan­
dards i n terms o f nutr ients and energy requirements have been established by n u ­
tr i t ionists. For example, in Sr i L a n k a for a male above the age o f 18 years, w e i g h ­
ing 65 K g and engaged i n moderate w o r k , the calor ie intake per day should be 
3000. I t w o u l d be less (2200 ca l ) fo r a w o m a n over the age o f 18, engaged i n 
s imi la r w o r k bu t w i t h a lesser b o d y we igh t o f 55 K g (Dept. o f N u t r i t i o n , M e d i c a l 
Research Inst i tute), 

Procur ing food should not be at the cost o f human d igni ty . I n other words, a 
person shou ld be capable o f p rocur ing f o o d w i thou t v io la t i ng one's self respect 
( i .e. w i t hou t recourse to begg ing, bo r row ing , stealing or being subject to other 
fo rms o f explo i ta t ive relat ionships). He shou ld also be able to exercise f reedom o f 
choice i n accessing f o o d . T h i s is possible on ly i f a person has the means o f 
p roduc ing and/or purchasing one's f ood requirements. Acco rd ing to Amar t ya Sen 
(1981) this has to do w i t h a person's ent i t lement to resources acquired through 
lega l o r social means fo r economic and socia l be t te rment 
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In order to be food secure not only should an individual, family or a com­
munity be in a position to achieve a 'food norm' i.e. ability to obtain nutritionally 
adequate and culturally acceptable food without violating human dignity (Barth 
Eide, et al, 1986) but he/they should also be in a position to sustain it over the long 
term; coming to terms with short-term disruptions and not being affected by a 
decline in the general progress made towards the food norm. In otherwords, there 
should be a high degree of resilience made possible by coping and mitigating strat­
egies. 

In dealing with food security, we have to make a distinction between 
"starvation" and "famine". In Sri Lanka the poor are generally exposed to starva­
tion but not famine. Famines imply starvation but not vice versa. Starvation is 
used in the wider sense of people going without adequate food, while famine is a 
particularly violent manifestation of it, causing widespread human misery and even 
death. In regard to starvation three issues stand out: 

(a) low typical level of food consumption; 
(b) low quality of the food consumed (i.e., sub-standard or adulterated) 
(c) declining trend in food consumption. 

In contrast, famine implies a sudden collapse in the level of food con­
sumption. 

Poverty and Food Security 

In Sri Lanka poverty is found both in the urban and the rural sectors 
(implying also the estate sector). However, it is more dominant in the rural sector. 
Poverty leads to deprivation of basic and other needs. Food deprivation is often 
caused by poverty. According to the report on 'State of World Rural Poverty -
1992', Sri Lanka ranks number 1 among 114 countries in regard to the rate of 
increase of rural poverty. There is also a rapid widening of income differentials 
between the urban and the rural sectors as indicated in the World Development 
Report - 1993. 

We find that quite often poverty is seen as a statistic. On the basis of a 
head count one may say that so many are poor because they are below an accepted 
poverty line. But it is important to note that the poor are not homogeneous in 
composition and access to food is directly conditioned by their 'entitlements' - in 
the sense Amartya Sen (1981) uses the term. According to Sen, entitlement rights 
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result i n a complex set o f exchanges i nvo l v ing labour fo r produce, wages for 
labour and food f o r cash. A person's capacity to satisfy f o o d requirements de­
pends on his/her pos i t ion w i t h i n the class structure to w h i c h he/she belongs. 

Indeed, i n Sr i L a n k a an u l t ra poor category has been iden t i f ied imp l y i ng 
that some households spend near ly 8 0 % o f their i ncome o n f o o d , yet w i t h a per 
capita calor ie intake per day o f household members w h i c h was less than 8 0 % o f 
the norma l requirements. I t is c la imed that about 6 0 % o f the poorest o f the poor 
l i ve i n households, where the m a i n income earner is emp loyed as a farmer or a 
labourer. 

Another impor tan t aspect w h i c h has to do w i t h f ood secur i ty is seasonal 
poverty. Yet, the seasonal aspects o f pover ty and o f f o o d securi ty are no t too w e l l 
perceived. Rura l incomes vary seasonally. Even those w h o are considered to be 
above the pover ty l i ne m a y have l o w incomes at part icular t imes o f the year. Sea­
sonally, ava i lab i l i ty o f f o o d stocks m a y be low, and prices m a y be h i g h . Seasonal 
poverty, i n short, subjects ru ra l people to 'hunger, sickness and incapac i ty ' . I t is 
also impor tant t o no te that seasonal d isrupt ion o f economic act iv i t ies may expose 
the assetless, the landless poor and the casual agr icu l tura l labourers to the effects 
o f what is k n o w n as the 'der ived pover ty syndrome ' . That is the poor have to go 
w i thou t l ive l ihoods, because those w i t h assets have n o means o f emp loy ing them. 

The poor spend a disproport ionately h i gh amount o f their tota l income, 
wh i ch is k n o w n as F o o d Expendi ture Rat io (FER) , o n f o o d . Consequently, they 
have very l i t t le to spend on other basic needs. I t is also impor tan t to note that 
households w i t h a h i gh F E R are more vulnerable or at risk f r o m the po in t o f v i ew 
o f f o o d security. A sudden increase i n prices may drast ical ly b r ing d o w n the a b i l ­
i t y o f such households t o obta in f o o d or i n the al ternat ive, an increase i n non- food 
expenditure w i t hou t a proport ionate r ise i n overa l l income, w o u l d also lead to a 
reduct ion o f resources avai lable fo r food purchases. I n a baseline survey o f the 
poor i n the Hanguranketa D i v i s i o n that was carr ied out recent ly w e found that as 
much as 4 0 % o f households has spent more than 8 0 % o f income o n food , wh i l e 
another 3 6 % has spent between 60 -80%. Th is means that 7 6 % o f the households 
has spent 6 0 % or m o r e o f i ncome i n the prov is ion ing o f food . 

I n recent t imes, the concept o f ' femin iza t ion o f pover ty ' has come to the 
fore meaning that pover ty also has a gender d imens ion . I t imp l ies that women 
headed households are worse o f f than male headed households. T h i s is an area 
w h i c h needs to be invest igated i n Sr i Lanka . However , gender based wage d i f fer-
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entials are a fact i n the ru ra l s i tuat ion. 

We m a y note that rura l households t rad i t iona l ly had a range o f cop ing 
strategies designed t o overcome o r m i t iga te seasonal f o o d scarcit ies. However , 
many o f these strategies had to func t ion w i t h i n a g iven social and economic m i ­
l ieu . Social change and incorporat ion in to the market economy have o f ten c o n ­
strained the u t i l i za t ion o f these strategies, leading to what Van App ledoo rn has 
cal led the 'a t rophy ing o f the defences o f the p o o r ' (1981) . 

F o o d Secur i t y i n R e l a t i o n t o H u m a n H e a l t h a n d N u t r i t i o n 

We have seen that pover ty and hunger are interrelated. The poor, because 
o f their inab i l i t y to produce or purchase f o o d m a y be subject to starvat ion ei ther 
because they have to reduce the f o o d intake or sk ip meals or bo th . I n ext reme 
instances they may have to go w i thou t f o o d . I t is this process w h i c h subjects them 
to what is ca l led the 's i lent f am ine ' (wat ts , 1987). Seeming ly they d o no t starve, 
but i n fact their d iet is def ic ient i n nutr ients, w h i c h over the long term has undesir­
able consequences on their heal th and nu t r i t i on . 

I t is w e l l k n o w n that there is a synergist ic al l iance between ma lnu t r i t i on 
and intest inal parasites, d iar roheal in fec t ions , respiratory infect ions and s im i la r 
diseases. The ch i ldren o f poor fami l ies w i l l be vulnerable against both inadequate 
nutr ient intake and in fec t ion . 

I n v i ew o f wel fare measures and safety nets p rov ided f o r the poor, Sr i 
L a n k a ranked h i g h o n the Physica l Qua l i t y o f L i f e Index - measured i n terms o f 
in fan t mor ta l i ty , l i teracy and l i f e expectancy. W h a t is impor tant to note is that 
in fant mor ta l i t y and l i fe expectancy are h i gh l y sensit ive to f o o d avai lab i l i ty . 

A nut r i t iona l status survey undertaken b y the M i n i s t r y o f P lan Imp le ­
menta t ion some t ime back has c lear ly b rough t o u t the fact that despite the h i g h 
P Q L I for the country as a who le , the inc idence o f stunt ing ( he ight fo r age) among 
chi ldren was h igh in the administrat ive distr icts o f Kandy, Mata le , Badul la, Nuwara -
E l i y a and Monaragala. S im i la r l y there was h i gh incidence o f wast ing (weight fo r 
height) i n the distr icts Mata le , Po lonnaruwa, Anuradhapura and Moneragala . I n ­
c idence o f concurrent s tunt ing and was t ing was f o u n d to be h igh i n M a t a l e and 
Monaraga la distr icts. 

However , more recent ly there has been a fur ther decl ine i n the status o f 
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health and nu t r i t i on o f the Sr i Lankan popu la t ion . Acco rd ing to U N I C E F (1995) , 
ma lnu t r i t ion among ch i ld ren be low f i ve years has reached 6 0 % Is land w ide . W o r l d 
Deve lopment Report 1993 shows that the propor t ion o f l o w b i r th we igh t babies 
had reached 2 8 % m a k i n g Sr i L a n k a the th i rd worst among a l l countr ies. M o r e ­
over, accord ing to a demographic and heal th survey carr ied out b y the Govern ­
ment o f S r i L a n k a i n 1993, a t h i r d o f the c h i l d r e n i n the cr i t i ca l age group o f 03 -
35 months are underweight f o r their age. 

A g r i c u l t u r a l Techno logy a n d F o o d Secu r i t y 

W e k n o w that h i gh input Green Revo lu t ion Technology encouraged ex­
pansion o f paddy cu l t i va t ion , raised paddy p roduc t ion and also led to a consider­
able rise i n emp loyment i n the paddy sector, thus benef i t t ing the poorest categories 
i n the ru ra l sector. B u t i t has l ed to marg ina l iza t ion and pauperizat ion o f large 
numbers o f smal l holders as made evident by research studies undertaken i n land 
sett lement schemes, inc lud ing the M a h a w e l i Deve lopment Scheme. 

F r o m a f o o d securi ty po in t o f v iew, H Y V S have led to a reduct ion i n the 
f l ex ib i l i t y o f the peasant agr icu l tura l system, thus exposing the farmer to the ad­
verse impacts o f natural calamit ies such as droughts and f loods. I t is wor th not ing 
that t rad i t ional ly there was a w i d e range o f paddy variet ies w h i c h gave the f a n n ­
ers a w ide choice i n the i r decis ion mak ing . 

Therefore, i t is n o w ev ident that h i g h input technology has no t p roved to 
be sustainable. A tendency a m o n g farmers to abandon paddy cu l t i va t ion has re­
cent ly been noted. A recent study o f factors responsible fo r the dec l in ing t rend i n 
paddy cu l t i va t ion undertaken b y Senakaarachchi and others o f the H A R T I (1996) 
concludes that "overa l l c ropp ing intensit ies have dropped i n the recent past de­
spite the expansion o f the to ta l asweddumised area". Needless t o say these deve l ­
opments have an adverse impact o n food ava i lab i l i ty and f o o d securi ty o f the poor. 

I t is also a t ru i sm that agr icu l tura l technology has shown a bias towards 
the improvement o f paddy cu l t i va t ion . W h i l e th is is jus t i f i ab le t o a degree i n that 
rice fo rms the staple i t em i n the diet o f the Sr i L a n k a popu la t ion , i t w o u l d have 
been w o r t h w h i l e to improve the technologica l base f o r the crops o f the poor, fo r 
example, gra in legumes (green g ram, cowpea, b lack g ram, p igeon pea), coarse 
grains (maize and kurakkan for example) and o i l seeds (groundnuts, g inge l l y and 
soyabean etc) . A s N i m a l A Fernando (1986) has rightly po in ted ou t i n a Centra l 
Bank Staf f Study: 



"Another aspect that emerged in the review of poverty alleviation mea­
sures is the lack of concern for development and promotion of pro-poor technol­
ogy and research. While the research work on new varieties of paddy benefitted 
the poor, since the early period a number of other crops such as kurakkan, meneri 
and manioc which were cultivated by, and important in the diets of a large number 
of poor farmers in the dry zone received no attention at all. Yet, these crops played 
a useful role in increasing the food security of the poor and reducing the vulner­
ability of the poor to fluctuations of prices of other crops in the market and to 
adverse weather conditions. Since the keeping quality of harvests of such crops is 
greater, they play a particularly useful role in reducing pre-harvest seasonal hun­
ger and probability of starvation during bad weather seasons among the poor farm 
families." 

The same applies in equal measure to post harvest technology at the farm 
level. As Wickramanayake (1996) has recently pointed out post-harvest losses in 
the paddy sector may be as high as 10-15 percent. There is also evidence to sug­
gest that 20-45 percent of food crops, grains, root crops and export crops are lost 
due to poor pre and post harvest technologies. 

It is encouraging to note that post-harvest processing and technology are 
duly emphasized in the National Policy Framework of the Ministry of Agriculture, 
Lands and Forestry (1995). From a food security point of view, popularization of 
appropriate technologies would help raise farm incomes and cope with the prob­
lems caused by glut and lean seasons. It would help prevent perishability and 
ensure the quality of products passed on to the consumer. We may note that the 
consumption of food of low quality by the poor is part of the problem of starva­
tion. 

Environmental Degradation and Food Security 

Degradation of environments has been an inevitable accompaniment of 
development - of both the urban and rural landscapes. In rural areas this is well 
illustrated by the rapid reduction in the forest cover, depletion as well as pollution 
of water resources, soil erosion and problems of environmental health and sanita­
tion. The last tends to exacerbate health problems of vulnerable populations. 

Processes of poverty and environmental degradation are mutually inter­
active. Poverty is both the cause and result of environmental degradation. In 
traditional societies man had subsisted either in active or passive adaptation to 
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nature. A case i n po in t is chena cu l t iva t ion w h i c h i n the t radi t ional context was 
based on sound eco log ica l p r i n c i p l e s . : ' ' ; : 

Dec l ine i n land resources and the need fo r l i ve l ihoods have l ed to what 
Wisner, et at (1977) , cal ls "dec is ion pa tho logy " on the jpart o f the rura l poor -
when they go against the pr inc ip le o f symbiot ic co-existence w i t h nature. E n ­
croachment o f forest, stream and reservoir reservations p rov ide examples o f this 
tendency. I t is a process w h i c h undermines the co l lec t ive r a t i o n a l i t y on w h i c h 
many sound land and water husbanding pract ice have been fo rmula ted . 

A consequence o f a l l these processes has been a decl ine i n c o m m o n prop­
erty resources w h i c h p rov ided many i tems, inc lud ing food i tems, needed to satisfy 
and enr ich household subsistence. There were also i tems o f f o o d that were he ld in 
reserve as communa l resources to t ide over d i f f i cu l t per iods o f p ro longed starva­
t ion . 

W h i l e harvest ing o f non- t imber forest products has decl ined, the increas­
i n g distances that r u ra l w o m e n have to t rudge fo r water or f u e l w o o d have an ad­
verse impact on their t ime budgets. Th is has impl icat ions fo r f o o d securi ty i n v i ew 
o f the gender based a l locat ion o f tasks pertain ing to processing, cook ing and stor­
age o f f ood . 

S t r u c t u r a l A d j u s t m e n t s a n d F o o d Secur i t y 

The Sr i Lankan economy has been subject to an on-go ing process o f struc­
tural adjustment f r o m 1977 onwards, largely at the instance o f the W o r l d Bank / 
I M F . Some o f these pol ic ies are l i ke l y to depress food securi ty f o r the mass o f the 
populat ion. The dec l in ing leve l i n nut r i t iona l status o f the poor has already been 
referred to . 

The structural adjustment programs have to be v iewed against the back­
drop o f a range o f we l fa re measures w h i c h contr ibuted to the w e l l be ing o f com­
muni t ies. These measures ensured a degree o f f ood securi ty to even the poorest o f 
households. Some o f these measures were designed to in f luence the f l o w o f i n -
come or consumpt ion to ind iv idua ls or households. 

Some o f the p rob lems th rown u p b y structural adjustments can be i l l us ­
trated w i t h reference to the F o o d S t a m p Scheme, w h i c h replaced the F o o d Sub ­
s idy Scheme. I t has been po in ted out that i t led to a fundamenta l change i n the 
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State In tervent ion Po l i cy i n sustaining m i n i m u m consumpt ion levels o f the poo r 
(Edi r is inghe, 1985; Fernando, 1986) . Tha t is to say, there was a shi f t f r o m a c o m ­
m o d i t y speci f ic pr ice subsidy to a d i rect i ncome transfer p rogramme, a imed at a 
target popu la t ion . F o o d stamps w h i c h have a f i x e d cash value are encashable 
against a speci f ied basket o f commodi t ies . A p a r t f r o m the fact that i n the imp le ­
menta t ion o f the programme there was a considerable leakage o f benef i ts to n o n -
targeted ind iv idua ls , and there were also other weaknesses. Ed i r is inghe (1985) 
comments that: 

" T h e non- indexat ion o f the food stamp values to account fo r cost o f l i v i n g , has 
resul ted i n the erosion o f the real va lue o f the s tamps" . 

W e m a y also note that un l i ke the F o o d Subsidy Scheme, the F o o d Stamp 
Scheme does no t have a specif ic nu t r i t iona l ob ject ive. 

Recent W o r l d Bank po l i cy recommendat ions i n regard to structural ad ­
jus tments are conta ined i n three W o r l d Bank Reports: 

(a) Sr i L a n k a Poverty Assessment (1995) 
( b ) Non-P lanta t ion C r o p Sector Po l i cy A l te rnat ives (1995) ; 
(c) Sr i L a n k a in the Year 2000 - A n Agenda f o r A c t i o n (1996) . 

Some o f the recommendat ions made i n the above documents w i l l u n ­
doubted ly have an impac t o n prospects fo r f o o d securi ty eg . emphasis o n expor t 
or iented product ion , f reeing o f the land market , marke t ing o f agr icu l tura l exten­
s ion services a n d greater recovery o f expenses o n i r r iga t ion . A s such i t w o u l d be 
impor tant to mon i t o r the impact that st ructural adjustments w i l l have o n measures 
designed to ensure poo r securi ty. 

Concluding Remarks 

To t ie -up the m a i n threads o f m y presentat ion I w o u l d l i ke t o h igh l i gh t 
the f o l l o w i n g issues: 

-Greater attent ion has to be focussed o n issues i m p i n g i n g on f o o d secur i ty g iven 
i ts impor tance f o r the w e l l be ing o f the people - mos t o f w h o m are ru ra l and poor. 
Research Inst i tutes and the Univers i t ies shou ld be encouraged to undertake re­
search o n f o o d security. Th is shou ld receive h i gh p r io r i t y on the H A R T I research 
agenda. 
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H i g h emphasis needs to be p laced o n seasonal aspects o f pover ty and f o o d 
security. Acco rd ing to Longhurs t and others (1986) "seasonal i ty needs t o be 
keyed in to ex is t ing po l i cy , technology development and support fo r vu lner­
able groups" . 

M o r e attent ion has to be g iven to p ro-poor technology and research, par t i cu­
la r l y i n re lat ion to h i ther to neglected f o o d crops. S imi la r ly , there shou ld b e 
emphasis on post-harvest technologies and their transfer. 

I t is relevant to recognize that nu t r i t i on relevant act ions span agr icu l tura l , e m ­
p loyment , hea l th , educat ion, socia l we l fa re and gender concerns; a n d act ions 
p lanned and coord inated accordingly. 

Prov id ing support to and strengthening o f ex is t ing strategies to deal w i t h f o o d 
scarcity. I t m a y be relevant to take note o f negative and posi t ive coping mecha­
nisms. Go ing hungry m a y be a negative response; greater rel iance on w i l d 
foods may be a pos i t ive response. 

Nu t r i t i on educat ion and the creat ion o f space for the appl icat ion o f such k n o w l ­
edge should be b road based. I nvo l vemen t o f w o m e n i s c ruc ia l f o r the success 
o f nut r i t ion educat ion programmes and f o r their appl icat ions. 

I n t imes o f f o o d scarci ty special at tent ion should be pa id to the needs o f the 
poorest o f the poor. 

Indigenous know ledge re lat ing to f o o d and food crops( inc lud ing knowledge 
o n w i l d plants) shou ld be p romoted . 

As proposed b y the F A O / N G O consul tat ion on the W o r l d Food Summi t , struc­
tural adjustment programmes should be mon i to red to assure consistency w i t h 
the right to f o o d f o r a l l . 

Pub l i c act ion t o express needs and in f luence pub l i c we l fa re (per ta in ing t o f o o d 
secur i ty) through the po l i t i ca l system should be encouraged. 

I n the f i na l analysis f o o d secur i ty cou ld be ensured on l y through a l lev iat ing 
pover ty and this requires strengthening o f actions and strategies w h i c h he lp 
asset creat ion f o r and by the poo r leading to an enhancement in their ent i t le­
ments. 
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P R O M O T I N G G R A S S R O O T S P A R T I C I P A T I O N I N 
N U T R I T I O N P R O G R A M M E S 1 

by 
D r . D h a n a w a r d a n a G a m a g e * 

I n t r o d u c t i o n 

Ma lnu t r i t i on is a mul t i faceted p rob lem. L a c k o f access to food , a factor 
ma in l y emanat ing f r o m mal -d is t r ibut ion o f product ive resources than the overa l l 
f ood avai labi l i ty , is a ma jor p rob lem l i nked to ma lnu t r i t ion . Food also is unequal ly 
d is t r ibuted w i t h i n an ind iv idua l fami ly , when most nu t r i t i ve foods i n larger p ro ­
port ions are customar i ly served to the adu l t males. A sh i f t i n crop product ion 
or ientat ion, fo r example, f r o m subsistence to market , may result i n reduct ion i n 
the ava i lab i l i ty o f food i tems consumed ma in l y b y the resource poor farmer f a m i ­
l ies and other marg ina l groups w i t h negat ive impl ica t ions fo r their nu t r i t iona l i n ­
take. S imi lar ly , ignorance can be l i nked w i t h purchase or consumpt ion o f foods 
w i t h l i t t l e nu t r i t iona l value. T h e m o d e m marke t ing advert isements a lso tend t o 
induce the people to purchase " w a n t s " over "needs" . Certain f ood habits and 
inappropr iate cook ing practices, such as "over c o o k i n g " also affect the nut r i t iona l 
value o f foods consumed by the people. 

Pro long i l lnesses w i t h l i t t l e nu t r i t i ona l f o o d intake du r ing the per iods o f 
sickness also can cause undernut r i t ion. N o t feeding the sick w i t h so l id nut r i t iona l 
foods can be l i nked to cu l tura l bel iefs than to modern heal th science knowledge. 

1 A u t h o r is thank fu l to Dr . W . G . Jayasena, M r . G o w r i Sanker and M r . K .A .S . 
Dayanarida, a l l at H A R T I , fo r the va luable comments g iven b y them on an 
earl ier draf t o f this paper. 

* Research & Tra in ing Off icer , Hec tor Kobbekaduwa Agrar ian Research & 
Tra in ing Inst i tute. 
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Furthermore, people 's heal th a n d nu t r i t i on are interrelated. Therefore, the ava i l ­
ab i l i ty o f sanitary fac i l i t ies such as the toi lets and the clean potable water, their 
proper use, and the i n d i v i d u a l hyg ien ic practices such as washing hands w i t h soap 
after toilet, are impor tant fo r nu t r i t iona l w e l l be ing o f the people. 

The mul t i faceted nature o f ma lnu t r i t i on demonstrates the need fo r a b r o a d 
based hol is t ic approach to so lve i t . Of ten the standard nu t r i t i on programmes are 
based on single factor analysis that attr ibute the ma lnu t r i t i on to such causes as the 
lack o f avai labi l i ty o f foods, poverty, ignorance and neg lec t Such s imp l i f i ed v iews 
o f the problem is a ma jor factor in f luenc ing the implementat ion o f such programmes 
as f o o d produc t ion , f o o d subsidies, f a m i l y p lann ing and mass nu t r i t iona l educa­
tion. These imp lemented as i nd i v i dua l programmes o f isolated act iv i t ies are u n ­
able to correct the causes o f ma lnu t r i t i on . These also have unplanned, unant ic i ­
pated and undesirable consequences. For instance, when ma lnu t r i t i on is at t r ibuted 
to such causes as h i gh fer t i l i t y , ignorance, neglect and l o w product iv i ty , the v ic ­
t ims "sel f -esteem" is adversely af fected. S imi la r ly , some programmes o f the gov ­
ernments such as the f o o d subsidies can be seen as "po l i t i ca l handouts" to guaran­
tee po l i t i ca l a f f i l ia t ion and po l i t i ca l quiescence. M o s t wel fare programmes end up 
i n creating dependency among the poo r on government handouts fo r meet ing their 
da i ly subsistence. 

Besides the inadequacies emanating f r o m their ideo log ica l basis, the stan­
dard nu t r i t i on in tervent ion programmes also suffer f r o m inadequate know ledge 
systems they are based. Fo r instance, they are conceived and designed b y profes­
s ionals 2 who operate f r o m the nat iona l and regional levels. The professional p lan ­
ners o f nu t r i t i on programmes o f ten have a l i t t le know ledge o f the cond i t ions under 
w h i c h the marg ina l groups, spec i f ica l ly the ru ra l poor, suffer f r o m ma lnu t r i t i on . 
Therefore, they respond l i t t le to the actual needs and condi t ions o f the nu t r i t i on ­
a l ly vulnerable groups. Insuf f i c ien t par t ic ipat ion b y the in tended target groups i n 
standard nut r i t iona l programmes is , therefore, a factor at t r ibutable to lack o f sensi­
t i v i t y to the loca l cond i t ions and the needs o f the vulnerable groups. Consequent ly, 
these programmes tend to have a l im i t ed impac t than they are p lanned to achieve 
and become a burden on l i m i t e d pub l i c funds. 

Part ic ipatory approach, compared to that o f a s imp l i f i ed and standard, 

2 For instance, such programmes are being p lanned f r o m the top ; most ly b y 
professional p lanners, nu t r i t i on specialists and po l i cy makers w i t h l i t t l e c o g ­
nizance o f the condi t ions under w h i c h the poor and other vu lnerable groups 
meet the i r nu t r i t i ona l requirements. 
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top d o w n approach, requires the adopt ion o f a hol is t ic process to diagnose the 
causes o f ma lnu t r i t ion . Such an approach w i l l consider a lmost a l l " con tex tua l " o r 
" s i t ua t iona l " factors causing the p rob lem a long w i t h the elements that are c o m ­
m o n l y at t r ibuted to i t I n other words , any g i ven nu t r i t iona l predicament should be 
understood by "s i tua t ing " i t i n i ts actual context . Relat ing the causes o f a nu t r i ­
t ional p rob lem to its context requires the tak ing in to considerat ion Of such factors 
as the nu t r i t iona l in f luence o f the speci f ic l oca l , f a m i l y and ind iv idua l factors 
a long w i t h broader socia l and economic causes. Th i s paper attempts to examine 
h o w the act ive par t ic ipat ion o f the vulnerable groups can be sol ic i ted i n a nu t r i t ion 
programme. 

W h a t is P a r t i c i p a t i o n 

Part ic ipat ion has been v iewed f r o m di f ferent perspectives. A m o n g them, 
there are two standpoints that are impor tan t fo r the ob ject ive o f this paper. F r o m 
one perspect ive, par t ic ipat ion means the " co l l abo ra t i on " i n w h i c h the targeted 
groups agree to or be coerced in to part ic ipate i n programmes implemented b y the 
government and i n their maintenance. However, the "co l laborat ion" i n a programme 
does not necessarily mean that the pub l ic w i l l have a " v o i c e " i n p lann ing and 
designing i t . Rather the par t ic ipat ion is seen as the incorporat ion o f a prev ious ly 
miss ing ingredient w h i c h n o w needs to be in jected in to the programme. Part ic ipa­
t ion f r o m this perspect ive is a lso v i ewed as a way to imp rove the del ivery o f ser­
vices b y the state b y incorporat ing loca l resources such as loca l labour and raw 
mater ia l . 

F r o m the second perspective, the par t ic ipat ion means the act ive i nvo l ve ­
ment o f the targeted benef ic iar ies i n a l l aspects o f a p rogramme; p lann ing, imp le ­
mentat ion, maintenance and evaluat ion. I n this v iew, par t ic ipat ion is seen as a 
strategy to change the fundamental d i rect ion o f the p rogramme as w e l l as the des­
t iny o f the part ic ipator such as b y increasing his/her "se l f - re l iance" and "sel f -es­
teem''. ' 

T h e N e e d f o r P a r t i c i p a t i o n i n N u t r i t i o n I m p r o v e m e n t P r o g r a m m e s 

Mu l t i - face ted nature o f ma lnu t r i t i on cal ls fo r local ized, context speci f ic 
and ho l is t ic approaches to so lve i t . Special ly, there is a need to understand social 
causes o f ma lnu t r i t i on thorough ly before p lann ing strategies to solve i t Socia l 
roots o f ma lnu t r i t i on can be understood b y examin ing many factors associated 
w i t h it To beg in w i t h , the pover ty and ma lnu t r i t i on are mu tua l l y reinforced; pov -
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erty causing ma lnu t r i t i on and ma lnu t r i t i on in tu rn , causing poverty. The produc­
t ive capacities o f ind iv idua ls are reduced due to poor nu t r i t ion and w o r n ou t health 
condi t ions. I n turn , d im in i sh ing product ive capacit ies causes incomes to decl ine 
resul t ing i n pover ty and ma lnu t r i t i on . Poverty also explains w h y certa in people 
have to l i ve in unheal thy env i ronments . S imi lar ly , the lack o f access to f o o d by 
the poo r , b o t h at the g l o b a l a n d n a t i o n a l l eve l s , is a p r o b l e m caused b y 
mald is t r ibut ion than that o f overa l l f o o d avai labi l i ty . The poor have a l im i t ed 
access to f o o d because their access to a means o f product ion such as land is re­
str icted. Ma ld is t r ibu t ion o f foods w i t h i n a f am i l y also causes ma lnu t r i t i on among 
such vulnerable groups as pregnant mothers, ch i ldren and elders. 

Inappropr iate nu t r i t i on , hyg ien ic and sanitary practices can also be par t ly 
attr ibutable to ignorance and neglect b y the people. Ind iv iduals and fami l ies tend 
t o consume foods and dr inks w i t h l i t t l e nu t r i t iona l values due to ignorance and 
negl igence. O n the other hand, m o d e m advertisements conducted through med ia 
have a deceiv ing ef fect on the consumers. For instance, shif ts i n f o o d habi ts, w i t h 
s igni f icant negative imp l ica t ions f o r nu t r i t ion , are induced by m o d e m sales propa­
ganda. Industr ia l ly processed foods , such as f r u i t dr inks and sweetened aerated 
water, may have a ro le to p lay i n sat is fy ing the "wan ts " i n a f f luent industr ia l soc i ­
eties, bu t l i t t le i n meet ing the "needs" o f the poo r i n deve lop ing countr ies. 

Customari ly , the breast feed ing has been the m a i n source o f nu t r i t i on to 
the in fant c h i l d . ' I t is recognized that the breast feeding is benef ic ia l no t on ly fo r 
nut r i t iona l and phys ica l we l l -be ing o f the ch i ld ren , but a lso for their menta l and 
emot iona l development. Breast feed ing is also known to have such benef ic ia l 
effects as natural pro tec t ion against in fect ion and al lergic disorders to the n e w l y 
b o m ch i ld , and often funct ions as a means o f b i r th spacing. 

I n spite o f the impor tance for ch i l d nu t r i t i on and heal th , breast feeding 
has decl ined i n almost a l l the poorer countr ies. There are many factors causing the 
observed decl ine i n breast feed ing i n poorer countr ies where the ch i l d ma lnu t r i t i on 
is a serious p rob lem. First , the in f luence o f m o d e m l i fe styles and values, spec i f i ­
ca l ly those cop ied f r o m Western indust r ia l societies, have a ma jo r ro le to p lay i n 
changing patterns o f breast feed ing. Such processes as modern iza t ion , urbaniza­
tion and more w o m e n enter ing the labour marke t include notable i l lustrat ions fo r 
the inf luence o f the modern i t y o n changing patterns o f breast feeding. Decept ion 
o f the advert isement strategies used b y the m i l k f o o d industry is another ma jor 

3 Nu t r i t i on spemt is ts ja re o f the v i e w that breast m i l k a lone can p rov ide a l l the 
. nutr ients needed by the n e w l y b o m ch i l d f o r four to six months. 
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factor i n changing at t i tude t oward breast feeding. The tendency towards dec l in ing 
breast feeding is l i n k e d w i t h an increasing tendency toward feeding the n e w l y 
bo rn ch i ld ren w i t h powdered m i l k . 

The need fo r a l ternat ive approaches to solve the p rob lem o f ma lnu t r i t i on 
i n developing countr ies depends, t o a larger extent, on h o w successful ly the t op 
d o w n standard approaches have been able to resolve i t I t appears that the success 
i n top -down approaches to combat hunger and malnu t r i t ion have been s ign i f i ­
cant ly l im i ted . For instance, i n spite o f large sums o f funds spent on programmes 
such as f o o d a id, heal th care, educat ion, agr icul tural p roduct ion and ru ra l deve l ­
opment, people i n poorer countr ies are more malnour ished today, bo th i n absolute 
and re lat ive terms, than a decade ago . Therefore, the need fo r par t ic ipatory ap­
proaches to eradicate ma lnu t r i t i on , as al ternat ive strategies, emanates f r o m the 
def ic iencies met i n the standard top -down approaches. 

The standard, top- town approaches to eradicate malnutr i t ion can be v iewed 
as attempts at reso lv ing the t w i n prob lems o f demand and supply fo r f o o d fo r a 
g row ing and hungry popu la t ion . They o f ten include the f o l l o w i n g measures taken 
by the nat ional governments. 

1 . Populat ion con t ro l . 
2. Agr i cu l tu ra l extens i f icat ion o r opening up o f new f a r m land f o r increasing 

f o o d product ion. 4 

3. Agr i cu l tu ra l in tens i f icat ion o f adopt ion o f new technologies ( i r r iga t ion , h i gh -
y ie ld ing crops, fer t i l izers and agro-chemicals) to imp rove the p roduc t i v i t y o f 
ex ist ing land to increase domest ic f o o d product ion. 

4. F o o d supplements and f o o d subsidies t o the poor. 
5. Acqu is i t i on and d is t r ibu t ion o f internat ional f o o d a id . 

The standard top d o w n approaches tend to l i n k ma lnu t r i t i on to " i gno rance" or 
"neglect " b y the people o f seemingly proper nut r i t iona l habi ts and hyg ien ic prac­
tices. I n this v iew, the under nour ished are v ic t ims o f their o w n inadequacies and 

4 I n many developing countr ies this op t ion is cur ta i led by such factors as lack 
o f ava i lab i l i ty o f capi ta l , arable land and water. Very of ten the new land settle­
men t projects results i n massive deforestat ion and reduced b io-d ivers i ty af­
fect ing the sustainabi l i ty o f domest ic f o o d product ion. 
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they shou ld be he lped t o so lve their p rob lems th rough pub l i c heal th educat ion 
programmes. Th is appears to be the basis o f m a n y nut r i t ion and heal th educat ion 
programmes conducted i n schools and outside them. Standard heal th and nu t r i ­
t iona l programmes also p rov ide fo r f ood supplements fo r vulnerable groups such 
as for school ch i ld ren , clean potable water and curat ive heal th care. There ap­
pears a l i n k between popu la t ion g r o w t h w i t h popu la t ion pressure o n land , dec l i n ­
ing land product iv i ty , and, increasing scarci ty o f foods. Therefore, popu la t ion 
cont ro l through government sponsored f a m i l y p lann ing is a m a j o r top d o w n ap­
proach to eradicate ma lnu t r i t i on . 

M o b i l i z i n g Grass roo t s People f o r P a r t i c i p a t i o n 

Type o f par t ic ipat ion expected f r o m grassroots people d i f fe r i n d i f fe rent 
approaches. Fo r instance, f r o m the " co l l abo ra t i on " approach, the par t ic ipat ion o f 
grassroots people i n nu t r i t i on programmes is expected to occur b y their i nvo l ve ­
men t i n home gardening, latr ine construct ion, d i gg ing we l l s f o r obta in ing potable 
water and observ ing the personal hyg ien ic pract ices. I n the second perspect ive, 
w h i c h emphasize the need for increasing "se l f - re l iance" o r "empowermen t , " the 
ac t ive i n v o l v e m e n t o f the targeted benef ic ia r ies i n a l l aspects o f a nu t r i t i on 
p rogramme; i nc lud ing the p lann ing , imp lementa t ion , maintenance and evaluat ion 
is envisaged. However , the ob ject ive o f par t ic ipa t ion i n this perspect ive goes be­
y o n d the mere par t ic ipat ion i n prescr ibed o f selected act iv i t ies. For instance, f r o m 
the "empowermen t " perspect ive, the par t ic ipa t ion b y the in tended benef ic iar ies i n 
an in tervent ion p rogramme is expected to cause fundamenta l changes inc lud ing 
h o w the p rob lem is conce ived and addressed altogether. F i rs t , the par t ic ipat ion 
requires the ind iv idua ls , as members o f fami l i es , groups, commun i t i es and the 
society to take respons ib i l i ty to correct a s i tuat ion by h imsel f /herse l f that either 
m a y emanate f r o m o w n deeds o r f r o m an un jus t soc ia l s i tuat ion. Therefore, the 
par t ic ipat ion i n this manner may be seen as a strategy to change not o n l y the f u n ­
damental d i rec t ion o f a p rogramme, bu t also the very dest iny o f the part ic ipator 
such as by increasing his/her "se l f - re l iance" and "soc ia l respons ib i l i t y " . Par t ic i ­
pat ion i n nu t r i t ion programmes f r o m the second perspect ive, therefore, is a imed at 
increasing the " soc i a l respons ib i l i t y " , " se l f - re l i ance" , a n d " e m p o w e r m e n t " o f 
grassroots people to deal w i t h a p rob lem af fect ing them ind i v i dua l l y th rough the i r 
"coUect ive ac t ion " . A n attempt is made i n the rema in ing par t o f this paper to 
examine h o w the par t ic ipat ion fo r " e m p o w e r m e n t " o r "se l f - re l iance" cou ld be en ­
couraged i n a nu t r i t i on in tervent ion p rogramme. 

I n the " e m p o w e r m e n t " approach to par t ic ipat ion, " p o w e r " is someth ing 
that the ind iv idua ls , as the members o f the society, need t o correct socia l , eco-
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nomic and po l i t i ca l si tuations af fect ing them. I n a psycho log ica l sense, power 
denotes inner qual i t ies o f ind iv idua ls such as ab i l i t y t o understand, se l f con t ro l , 
mo t i va t i on to achieve and take leadership. I n a po l i t i ca l sense, power is the ab i l i ty 
to understand and affect a l l the oppressive and explo i ta t ive forces w i t h i n an i n d i ­
v idua l o r at large i n the society. Social ly, the power m a y mean upho ld ing such 
social values as self-esteem, sel f-rel iance and independence. A h i nd i v i dua l w i t h 
" p o w e r " becomes conscious o f no t o n l y the problems af fect ing h i m or her, bu t also 
o f d i rect and indirect , personal a n d soci tal , factors causing such prob lems. Such 
persons also become "consc ious" o f need f o r so lv ing the perceived prob lems, 
meet ing fe l t need, and tak ing par t i n act ion programmes i n meet ing them. 

A n ind i v idua l begins t o increase h is o r her p o w e r to deal w i t h a si tuat ion 
af fect ing h i m or her by understanding the factors a f fec t ing, bo th in terna l and ex­
ternal , the predicament they are i n . However , such awareness o f ten leads to l i t t le 
pract ice. Th i s is because the soc ia l ly and po l i t i ca l ly marg ina l ind iv idua ls are over­
whe lmed w i t h fee l ing o f "powerlessness" or "a l i ena t ion" . However , the fee l ing o f 
"powerlessness" and "helplessness" among marginal groups can be reduced through 
conscious and concerted co l lect ive act ion among them. I n other words , the power 
o f the grassroots people can be enhanced through co l lect ive act ions; especial ly 
co l lect ive act ions among those exper ienc ing a c o m m o n predicament. Therefore, 
to overcome the fee l ing o f powerlessness o r al ienation among the grassroots people, 
co l lect ive actions are encouraged i n the "se l f - re l iance" or "empowermen t " ap­
proach to par t ic ipat ion. The top -down approach to nu t r i t i on , i n contrast, re in ­
forces the a l ienat ion fee l ing among the marg ina l groups b y m a k i n g them depen­
dent o n subsidies and wel fare, w h i c h of ten are no th ing less than "po l i t i ca l hand­
ou ts " to ma in ta in po l i t i ca l a f f i l i a t ion or po l i t i ca l quiescence. S im i la r l y , the c o l ­
laborat ion i n "co l labora t ive approach" m a y mean the coerc ion b y the state o r i ts 
apparatus b y aggravat ing the fee l ing o f "a l i ena t ion " among the marg ina l groups. 
I n this paper emphasis is g i ven to examine the poss ib i l i ty o f "se l f - re l iance" or 
"empowermen t " approach to par t ic ipat ion to address the issues related to ma lnu ­
t r i t ion . 

. I t was noted i n a preceding sect ion that the factors causing nut r i t iona l 
prob lems are embedded i n the contexts where the nu t r i t iona l l y vu lnerable endure 
to surv ive. However , such contextua l factors af fect ing the s i tuat ion is complex to 
b e real ized b y an outsider through standard research methods i n the short run . O n 
the other hand, b y understanding the magni tude o f the p rob lem and i ts causes, the 
part ic ipants inc l ina t ion a n d the ab i l i t y to solve i t increases. Therefore, i n an ap­
proach to par t ic ipat ion towards "se l f - re l iance" and "empowermen t , " i t is useful to 
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encourage the part ic ipants to "d iagnose" the p rob lem and its very causes by them­
selves. They should take in to account, fo r instance, the magni tude o f the p rob lem, 
ind iv idua ls and groups affected, i ts effects and impacts w i t h their nu t r i t iona l w e l l -
be ing . 

General ly the people are cognizant o f h o w they are as ind iv iduals , f a m i ­
l ies, groups, commun i t i es and socia l classes, af fected b y nu t r i t iona l and re lated 
problems and their causes. S imi lar ly , they also have v iews o f how to solve them 
and aware o f the constraints they have to face i n so lv ing them. However , such 
i nd i v idua l experiences, v iews, awareness and perce ived solut ions are no t trans­
lated in to pract ical actions or v i ewed i n "ac t ion te rms" . Th is is because the i n d i ­
v iduals exper iencing a p rob lem tends to take i t i nd iv idua l l y , perhaps attr ibute i t to 
o w n def ic iency or as something that s/he is dest ined to undergo. Th is is ma in l y 
because the ind iv idua l ' s fee l ing o f powerlessness o r a l ienat ion, as noted earl ier, is 
enormous. 

I n fact, there are m a n y ind iv idua ls encounter ing comparable nu t r i t i ona l 
problems caused by ident ica l factors or si tuat ions. Therefore, a "d ia logue" among 
those w i t h c o m m o n experiences and c o m m o n backgrounds can lead to their un ­
derstanding that some c o m m o n factors and processes affect them al l . I n other words, 
"exchange" o f experiences and ideas among a g roup o f people affected b y a s i m i ­
lar p rob lem may result i n their understanding o f the intr icacies o f factors causing 
i t These inc lude ind iv idua l , psycho log ica l , soc ia l , economic and po l i t i ca l factors. 
I n the process o f a " g r o u p d ia logue" , the par t ic ipants also become aware o f the 
need for hav ing i nd i v idua l and or co l lect ive ac t ion to enable them to have a " v o i c e " 
o f " c o n t r o l " over their destiny. Therefore, the group hav ing a "d i a l ogue " w i l l 
deve lop strong inc l ina t ion or "conc ien t i za t ion" to so lve the p r o b l e m and arr ive at 
possible courses o f act ions that they can resor t to i n reso lv ing i t . I n d i v i d u a l 
"conc ien t iza t ion" o f the p rob lem, i ts magni tude and the need f o r so lut ion, are one 
o f the mos t impor tan t elements i n a par t ic ipatory act ion programme. 

Therefore, i n the approaches to grassroots par t ic ipat ion for "se l f - re l iance" 
or "empowermen t " , a need exists fo r the grassroots people to have a " d i a l o g u e " 
among them to understand the factors a f fec t ing , bo th in terna l and external , the i r 
present p red icament H a v i n g a "d ia logue ' ' i n the par t ic ipatory process means hav­
ing a free exchange o f experiences and ideas about a speci f ic p rob lem the par t i c i ­
pants wan t to solve. Fo r instance, i n the process o f an on -go ing "d ia logue" , a 
part ic ipant member m a y beg in to express his/her experiences and v iews o f a spe­
c i f i c problems the he/she encounters. 
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Then the others i n the group may seek c lar i f icat ions, make comments on 
what is already said o r may express h o w the p rob lem is related to them or their 
specif ic experiences and v iews o f the p rob lem. Thus i n the process o f free ex­
change o f experiences and ideas, the group begins to real ize the commonal t ies o f 
their prob lems and causes. I t should be stressed that wh i l e sel f c r i t i c i sm is encour­
aged in the process o f a "d ia logue" , n o one par t ic ipat ing i n the "d ia logue" should 
be encouraged to say things or ask questions to condemn the other o r his/her expe­
riences or v iews. 

B y par t ic ipat ing i n a g roup dia logue, the i nd i v idua l part ic ipants f i nd that 
the prob lems that they c o m m o n l y conf ront have c o m m o n causes demonstrat ing 
the need for resorting to co l lec t ive act ions to so lve t hem. Therefore the part ic ipat­
ing ind iv iduals ' power to solve a specific prob lem emanates f r o m two major sources; 
through "conc ien t i za t ion" o f the need fo r act ion and resorting to "co l lec t ive ac­
t i o n " fo r "co l lec t ive power " . 

The power that the ind iv idua l accomplishes through the part ic ipatory p ro ­
cesses to solve a p rob lem af fect ing h i m or her may vary f r o m ind i v idua l to i n d i ­
v idua l , group to g roup or f r o m si tuat ion to s i tuat ion. Fo r instance, ind iv idua ls en­
gaged i n such h a r m f u l habi ts as smok ing , excessive d r i n k i n g o f a lcoho l and gam­
b l i ng may b u i l d up strong "se l f -de terminat ion" t o do away w i t h such habits as a 
result o f the group processes. I n many situations the external forces present a bar­
rier i n so lv ing an ident i f ied p rob lem by a group o f af fected people. I n such i n ­
stances, the g roup m a y resort to co l lect ive act ion and take po l i t i ca l posit ions to 
remove such external constraints i n ach iev ing their ob ject ives. For instance, par­
t ic ipants m a y conf ront a group o f corrupted pub l ic o f f i c ia ls w h o neglect or exp lo i t 
a service meant f o r them through their co l lect ive efforts. I t should be noted that 
w h e n the part ic ipants take steps t o reveal cor rup t ion , mal-pract ices and inef f ic ien­
cies by the o f f i c ia l actors i n such occasions, they invar iab ly engage themselves i n 
po l i t i ca l act ions. Th i s is because such act ion stand fo r po l i t i ca l posi t ions taken by 
them to af fect the " p o w e r " o f the established or the pr iv i leged. Sometimes, the 
grassroots people mus t confront o f f i c ia l actors pub l i c l y and chal lenge them w i t h 
their m isdo ing . Very o f ten the o f f i c i a l actors start to suffer w h e n their m isdo ing , 
inef f ic iencies and co r rup t i on are pub l i c l y disclosed and therefore provides a use­
f u l po l i t i ca l too l fo r the grassroots to affect their o f f i c ia l conduct. 

I t should be emphasized that the latter type o f po l i t i ca l act ions by the 
"oppressed" is no t meant fo r captur ing po l i t i ca l power or to establish the d o m i ­
nance o f the marg ina l o r the under class. I n other words , such act ions does not 
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mean the "oppressed" themselves resort ing to "oppress ion" to end "oppress ion" 
as this w o u l d shi f t the "oppress ive" deeds f r o m one sector o f the society to an ­
other. I h e r e f o r e , the par t ic ipa t ion f o r "se l f - re l iance" o r " e m p o w e r m e n t " means 
going up against a l l types o f "oppress ion" b y understanding and con t ro l l i ng " o p ­
pressive fo rces" w i t h i n a person and i n society. 

Ro le o f t he Ca ta l ys t i n P r o m o t i n g P a r t i c i p a t i o n 

Part ic ipatory programmes to nu t r i t iona l improvement require the engage­
men t o f a "ca ta lys t " or a "change-agent" to mob i l i ze the grassroots people to par­
t icipate i n them. Catalyst 's ro le i n the targeted c o m m u n i t y is as a " fac i l i t a to r " o r 
an "enabler" than somebody w h o undertakes char i table w o r k or an o f f i c i a l p ro ­
v ider o f a pub l i c serv ice. Therefore , the catalyst engaged i n p romo t i ng grassroots 
par t ic ipat ion should have substantive sk i l ls i n social mob i l i za t i on and essential 
t ra in ing i n technical nu t r i t i ona l aspects. 

U n l i k e i n the standard, t op -down approaches to ma lnu t r i t i on that p rov ide 
general ized services to a c o m m o n l y def ined target, the catalyst engaged i n n u t r i ­
tional improvement act iv i t ies adopt ing par t ic ipatory approach to increase the "sel f-
re l iance" w o u l d go i n search o f nu t r i t i ona l l y mos t vu lnerab le groups i n a speci f ic 
communi ty . I t is impor tan t to determine at th is stage the type o f contacts the 
catalyst w o u l d have w i t h the members o f the selected commun i ty , o f the nu t r i ­
t ional p rob lem to be addressed and the target groups to w o r k w i t h . I n select ing a 
target group, the catalyst m a y beg in w i t h nu t r i t i ona l l y most vu lnerable groups 
such as the pregnant w o m e n and nurs ing mothers , ch i ld ren, elder ly, e thn ic m i n o r i ­
t ies, s lum dwel lers and genera l ly the poorest o f the poor. 

I n iden t i f y ing the p r o b l e m to w o r k w i t h , the catalyst may consider the 
"concerns" and " f e l t needs" expressed by the ma jo r i t y i n the targeted group. A t 
th is stage, i t is impor tan t to select a p rob lem that the target group can handle b y 
themselves, i nd i v idua l l y o r in groups, than a p rob lem needing outside he lp or re­
sources. So lv ing aprob lem w i t h external he lp m a y w o r k as a barr ier to develop 
"se l f conf idence" and "se l f - re l iance" among the par t ic ipants. However , w o r k i n g 
w i t h f i rs t set o f prob lems and a f e w people at the beg inn ing is useful as an "en t ry 
po in t " . The catalyst shou ld s t r ive later to he lp the c o m m u n i t y to take upon m u c h 
more fundamental and deep rooted prob lems w h i c h have imp l ica t ions fo r their 
nut r i t iona l we l l -be ing . A t the i n i t i a l stages, i t is also impor tan t to consider w h i c h 
f o o d and health and nu t r i t i on prob lems are most impor tant in the speci f ic c o m m u ­
n i t y by the catalyst. 
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Assessing of resources, both natural and cultural, available to the tar­
geted groups to solve their nutritional problems are another major task the catalyst 
should undertake at the initial stage. After working with the community for some­
times, the catalyst may understand that certain attitudes, beliefs, traditions, cus­
toms and fears may work both as resources and constraints for solving the nutri­
tional problems. The old ways and beliefs, like new beliefs and ways, have their 
strengths and weaknesses. Local people may look down on local beliefs and tradi­
tions related to food or look up to them as completely beneficial (Werner and 
Bower, 1991). At times, they also may fail took at local traditions and customs 
with positive implications for nutrition. The catalyst's task would be to prepare the 
atmosphere so that the grassroots people look critically at their food and health 
habits and their implications. Helping people to recognize the value of their prac­
tices increases their confidence in their knowledge, experience and ability to meet 
own needs on a self-help basis. 

Participatory approaches, specifically participatory approach to empow­
erment, seeks to find lasting solutions to the grassroots peoples' problems. There­
fore, the catalysts active in nutritional improvement programmes should look be­
yond the standard approaches and critically examine the "contexts" in which the 
individuals and groups suffer from nutritional and related problems and relate these 
to the programme objectives. In other words, the catalyst engaged in a participa­
tory nutritional programme should also understand the specific factors causing 
malnutrition in his/her targeted community besides knowing only of the common 
factors causing it. 

It is also useful in the participatory approaches to nutritional improve­
ment to view that the nutritional problems are deep-seated in the circumstances 
under which the nutritionally vulnerable stay alive. In other words, the catalyst 
needs to consider that the major causes of nutritional problems are embedded in 
the context in which the nutritionally poor find a sustenance. Therefore, it is im­
portant to understand that the causes of malnutrition differ from situation to situa­
tion , group to group and individual to individual. In relating a particular nutri­
tional situation to its specific context, an attempt should be made to link the ob­
served nutritional predicament to its individual, psychological, social, cultural, 
economic and political setting. 

For instance, if the cause of malnutrition is "secondary poverty", that is 
not knowing how to use the available incomes for maximum personal or family 
welfare, the catalyst has to provide the opportunity for the affected individuals or 
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groups t o understand the causes o f their p rob lem and encourage them to take steps 
to correct them. Secondary pover ty is most v is ib le when the bread w inner be­
comes a chronic a lcoho l ic o r a drug addict . I n l i ke manner, smok ing and gamb l ing 
inc lude the other habits causing the secondary pover ty among the l o w income 
receivers. The phenomenon o f secondary pover ty also is caused b y no t k n o w i n g 
h o w to get the m a x i m u m use ou t o f the avai lable incomes b y buy ing mos t appro­
pr iate goods, especial ly the foods. S im i la r circumstances m a y arise w h e n l i m i t -
ed ly avai lable resources w i t h i n a fami l y , such as land, water and labour are used 
fo r produc ing commod i t i es fo r the marke t than fo r nu t r i t iona l l y va luable foods fo r 
f am i l y consumpt ion. L i k e w i s e over cook i ng , as noted earl ier, results i n loss o f 
nut r i t iona l qual i t ies o f foods prepared fo r consumpt ion . O f t e n these factors are 
not reported i n surveys and d i f f i cu l t to observe through v i l lage leve l observat ions. 
However , they come to the surface when the prospect ive part ic ipants as "peers " 
start to re ly upon each other and "d isc lose" them i n the process o f the "d ia logues" 
they have. B y engaging i n a " d ia logue" o f a c o m m o n p rob lem they exper ience, 
the part icipants i n the g roup m a y also become strongly conv inced o f the need for 
so lv ing i t 

S imi lar ly , the nu t r i t iona l p rob lems emerge f r o m lack o f access to a means 
o f product ion o r lack o f equi table d is t r ibu t ion o f avai lable foods w i t h i n the fami l y . 
W h e n the access or the ma ld is t r ibu t ion is a p rob lem, we l fa re c u m foods subsidy 
programmes can on ly he lp to reduce the severi ty o f the hunger or the soc ia l unrest 
emerging f r o m i t , but l i t t le o f the phenomenon o f ma lnu t r i t i on i tself . Thus i t i s 
cr i t ica l in a par t ic ipatory nu t r i t i ona l p rog ramme to "guarantee" the access to a 
means o f l i ve l i hood . 

Nu t r i t i on also becomes a ma jo r p rob lem when the ind iv idua ls , fami l ies 
and groups cont inuous ly are i n f l i c t ed by diseases. Besides, the poo r nu t r i t i on is 
associated w i t h increasing suscept ib i l i ty to diseases, recurrent and persistent s ick­
ness causes severe nu t r i t iona l cond i t ions i n ind iv idua ls . Cu l tu ra l habi ts such as 
not serving the so l id f o o d such as the b o i l e d rice, f i sh meat, eggs and cer ta in f ru i t s 
to a sick person dur ing the spells o f sicknesses o n l y aggravate the cond i t ions fo r 
recovery and severed nu t r i t i on . 

T o summar ize what was discussed i n this section so far, a catalyst has to 
p lay ma jo r ro le i n encouraging and gett ing the part ic ipant groups to have a d ia ­
logue o n their nu t r i t i ona l p rob lems. Other techniques the catalyst m a y use inc lude 
encouraging the c o m m u n i t y members to p lay ro les, exper iment and observe the 
re lat ion the nu t r i t iona l p r o b l e m has w i t h i ts socio-economic, po l i t i ca l and env i ron ­
menta l condi t ions as w e l l as i nd i v i dua l behaviours and personal pract ices. T h e 
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catalyst may he lp the targeted groups to undertake commun i t y nu t r i t i on survey. 
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A catalyst engaged i n a par t ic ipatory nu t r i t ion programme m a y organize 
the w o r k w i t h a few steps or tasks. The f i rs t task the catalyst should undertake is to 
select a target group to w o r k w i t h . W i t h this task, the catalyst may go i n search o f 
readi ly apparent nut r i t iona l prob lems inc lud ing marasmus (dry ma lnu t r i t i on due 
to no t eat ing enough) and kwashiorkor (we t ma lnu t r i t i on due to not eat ing enough 
pro te in) , i f any, and their magni tude. Second, the catalyst may ident i fy the nu t r i ­
t iona l problems to concentrate. I t is impor tant that the catalyst should consider the 
in i t i a l p rob lem that he/she wo rks w i t h is an important "en t ry po in t " to the c o m m u ­
n i t y o r a major means o f establ ishing rapport w i t h the prospect ive targets. T h i r d , 
the catalyst should c r i t i ca l ly examine the rout ine practices and norms adopted i n 
the standard nut r i t ion programmes and choose on ly what f i ts into the specif ic needs 
o f his/her target group. Four th , the catalyst should take in to account the resources 
avai lable w i t h i n the targeted groups and outside i t to solve the nut r i t iona l p rob lem 
they are fac ing and the ma jo r constraints that they are expected to face i n do ing so. 
F i f t h , the catalyst should arrange the targeted groups to have a series o f "d ia logues" 
among them on the nut r i t iona l p rob lem they are fac ing and their causes. The 
catalyst m a y guide the group to uncover the nut r i t iona l problems af fect ing them, 
their magni tude and causes b y undertaking commun i t y surveys and v i l lage leve l 
observations. S ix th , when appropr iate, the catalyst should make use o f var ious 
approaches to encouraging par t ic ipat ion such as the " c o m m u n i t y organizat ion" . 

The Role of the Grassroots People 

Part ic ipat ion o f people i n d iagnosing their nu t r i t iona l problems, ma jor 
factors causing them, and p lann ing o f act iv i t ies to solve them together and their 
imp lementa t ion are the mos t impor tan t elements inc luded i n par t ic ipatory ap­
proaches to nu t r i t ion improvement programmes. Thoroughgo ing par t ic ipat ion i n ­
creases the part ic ipant 's act ive invo lvement i n so lv ing nut r i t ion and related p rob­
lems and the l i ke l ihood o f sustaining the outcome attained. Therefore, par t ic ipa­
tory approaches to nut r i t iona l programmes require that they be designed and imp le ­
mented b y the grassroots people themselves for w h o m such programmes are i n ­
tended. The par t ic ipat ion does not mean l is t ing o f " w a n t s " by the grassroots people 
to be suppl ied as "hand -ou t " bu t " f e l t needs" to achieve through their efforts. The 
idea is that when the grassroots people discover the problems and the factors caus­
ing them on their o w n , they w i l l take the necessary steps w i t h i n their reach to 
solve them. 



A useful strategy that can be adopted in a participatory nutritional 
programmes is a "dialogue" among the participants. The "dialogue" may concen­
trate on such matters as identifying the nutritional problem, felt needs and building 
up consensus among the target group of the possible ways of solving the problem 
and meeting the felt needs. Therefore, as an initial step the participants should 
have the opportunity to discuss different forms of malnutrition in the community, 
their magnitude, the factors causing each type of malnutrition and the remedial 
actions required. Once the consensus is built up among the participants of the 
need for taking actions to solve their nutritional problem, the process of informa­
tion gathering, analysis, planning strategies, their implementation, monitoring and 
evaluation may be started. 

Primary surveys conducted by professionals and the uses of existing sec­
ondary data include the major sources of information used in planning in the stan­
dard nutritional improvement programmes. However, surveys undertaken by the 
members of the target group themselves can be used in a participatory nutritional 
programme. Such a survey may concentrate on finding how many are affected 
with various forms of nutritional problems, which groups are affected most and 
circumstances under which they are affected. Besides collecting necessary infor­
mation, community surveys by the participants are useful for initiating an interest 
in nutritional problems and their causes among them. Participants' first hand knowl­
edge of community nutritional and related problems are also important for their 
willingness to take steps to solve them. 

Enlisting the participation of all the members in the targeted community 
in a community survey may help to enhance the level of enthusiasm created in the 
community in nutrition, solving related issues and collective work. According to 
Werner and Bower (1991:25.7), different groups from the community can be in­
volved in different aspects of the community survey. They suggest that: 

I. School children might check to see whether their younger sisters and brothers 
are well nourished or too thin. 

II. Family health care worker (midwives) could help in reviewing the nutrition 
of pregnant women 

III. Mothers could find out how many babies are breast fed or bottle fed and how 
this affects the babies' health 

IV. Fathers might do a study on how the drinking habits of men affect the nutri 
tion of different families. 
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Analys is o f i n fo rmat ion gathered through surveys should reveal the fac­
tors af fect ing the nut r i t iona l problems i n the communi ty . Fus t , i t is impor tant to 
encourage the part ic ipants to l ook in to the prevalence o f malnut r i t ion i n the c o m ­
mun i ty . Th is may be undertaken f o r var ious fo rms o f ma lnu t r i t i on and number o f 
people that are i nvo l ved i n each f o r m . Second, the part icipants should consider the 
ma jor factors causing the exist ing nut r i t iona l s i tuat ion. Some factors that the group 
should consider i n ident i fy ing the causes inc lude peoples ' habits and att i tudes, 
land ownership and tenure, land use and f a n n i n g or ientat ion and practices, water 
shortages, storage and post harvest losses, market ing problems, f o o d prices and 
wages ( W e r n e r and Bower , 1991). T h i r d , the group also take in to account the 
obstacles and constraints in so lv ing the nut r i t iona l problems. 

There may be many nut r i t iona l problems to attack i n the communi ty . The 
prob lems are there because there are many obstacles i n deal ing w i t h them. Some 
l im i ta t ion are socio-cul tural such as the mald is t r ibu t ion o f avai lable f ood w i t h i n 
the fami ly . Other prob lems or ig ina t ing f r o m fam i l y practices inc lude the inappro­
priate personal hyg iene, purchase o f w r o n g foods or their inappropriate prepara­
t ion and a lcohol ism. Sometimes, foods are consumed fo r prest igious reasons than 
for their nut r i t ion value. L i kew ise , there may be other problems qui te internal to 
the communi ty . The group should f i rs t at tempt to understand and b u i l d up consen­
sus to correct these domest ic o r in ternal problems. Th i s is encouraged where ap­
pl icable because such an approach requires l i t t le outside help and useful fo r "se l f 
c o n t r o l " and "management " by the members o f the groups themselves. Success 
i n "home keep ing " w i l l also he lp deve lop commun i t y spir i t and sel f respect. 

However , many factors that af fect nu t r i t ion at the ind iv idua l , f am i l y o r 
commun i t y level are emanated external ly or outside the communi ty . For example, 
inappropr iate foods are produced or impor ted , t radi t ional subsistence food crops 
w i t h the access to poor are replaced w i t h cash crops to meet export demand. The 
catalyst may emp loy the process o f conscient izat ion (awareness rais ing) to i n ­
crease people's c r i t i ca l awareness o f the sources o f their problems, especial ly o f 
the oppressive forces and their be l ie f i n their power to cont ro l and change their 
l ives. 

Summary and Conclusion 

I n the place o f b lanket appl icat ion o f programmes and act iv i t ies to i m ­
prove commun i t y nu t r i t iona l we l l -be ing app l ied i n the standard, top d o w n ap­
proaches to nut r i t iona l improvements , the part ic ipatory approaches to nut r i t ion 
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make possible the adoption of a context specific, holistic approach to solve. Par­
ticipatory approach also can be used to encourage the "self-reliance" among the 
participants to resolve own problems or "empower" them through collective ac­
tion to influence the unjust social situations affecting their predicaments. 

In promoting the grassroots participation in a nutritional programme, a 
trained catalyst has to be employed to mobilize the prospective participants to 
have a closer look at the conditions and causes of their nutritional predicaments. 
The catalyst's major tasks in mobilizing grassroots people for improving their nu­
tritional level include promoting a "dialogue" among them to discuss their nutri­
tional predicament and causes and action required in solving it. The diagnoses of 
the problem, its magnitude, causes, and planning at remedial actions are left to the 
participants including the responsibility of their implementation. The catalyst may 
encourage the target groups or communities to undertake a community survey. 
The role played by the catalyst, therefore, is that of an enabler. Finally, as very 
focus and nature of the participatory approaches to nutritional improvements vary 
from that of the standard top down approaches, they require the employment of 
more flexible organizational forms than that of the state sector institutions. 
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C U L T U R A L D I M E N S I O N O F N U T R I T I O N 

by 

D r . G a m i n i W i c k r a m a s i n g h e * 

This paper focuses on the cultural dimension of nutrition with a view to 
bringing out the complexity and how to think about the issues involved in improv­
ing nutrition. Cultural attitudes override the internal regulators in the brian result­
ing in particular eating habits or no eating at all such as when fasting. Certain 
foods may be labeled as inedible by culture, though, technically, they can be safely 
eaten. Parents themselves consider their childcare strategies are culturally normal 
and positively beneficial, even if the children are malnourished. Thus certain 
childcare practices adopted by different groups that make up a society have impli­
cations for nutrition and health. These practices have a cultural or symbolic di­
mension that provides their perceived meaning for continued adoption which must 
be understood in their specific context. However, to limit the inquiry merely to 
analyzing the nutritional inadequacy or adequacy of particular diets of particular 
groups is akin to beating a straw man. Project workers who work towards improv­
ing nutritional standards will find that an understanding of the cultural dimension 
has a significant contribution to make in dealing with the twin problem of fighting 
hunger and malnutrition - the theme adopted by the EA.O. to celebrate this year's 
World Food Day. 

Malnutrition, direct and indirect, is by definition identified with specific 
groups - children under the age of five years, lactating mothers and pregnant women. 
On the other hand, hunger is a condition which may affect some people across all 
different social groups in a given community irrespective of their age. The two 
conditions are related, and generally prevalent in the Third World societies (and 
certain underprivileged subsections of the affluent societies) are such that fighting 
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hunger and malnutrition presents a serious challenge for the governments. Until 
recently the problem has been defined as protein energy malnutrition (PEM) - the 
label itself being introduced as late as the 1970s. While the norm of nutritional 
adequacy was defined in terms of Western cultural values, in the past two decades 
many studies have emphasized that energy deficiency is more important in the 
etiology of malnutrition. This is particularly true for populations whose staple is 
rice. 

B i o l o g i c a l Bas i s a n d A d a p t a t i o n 

"Adaptation" is used in anthropology both in terms of biological adapta­
tion and cultural adaptation. The former refers to what is innate and focuses on 
genetics. The latter emphasizes on what is learned under particular environmental 
conditions. Human cultural complexity or the symbolic and behavioral aspects 
with regard to food and eating are partly related to human organization: cutting 
incisors, grinding molars and premolar, the pointed canines, and a digestive sys­
tem with an extremely long gut distinguish human beings in terms of ability to 
adapt themselves to a variety of conditions and the capacity to evolve an enormous 
range of behavior connected with eating. Being omnivorous and not dependent on 
particular foods, the human beings are better able to find food in the given envi­
ronment which they happen to live in and also readily move into new environ­
ments containing new food sources. 

Yet, human groups differ in regard to physique, body dimensions, and the 
size of the face skull. These adaptations have long been explained in terms of 
genetic make up. However, no two individuals have precisely the same metabo­
lism although they are of the same age, sex and physical proportions. One may 
bum calories faster. Some women in India have been found to be capable of syn­
thesizing vitamin C. Equally healthy people differ in their capacity to secrete 
pepsin and hydrochloric acid. And the variation is explicable in terms of nutrition 
which contribute to realizing the full genetic potential of growth. Again, studies 
have shown that certain people (e.g. New Guinea) who subsist on a diet extremely 
deficient in both calories and protein that may be expected to cause clear signs of 
malnutrition, have shown no ill effects from this diet; only they grew more slowly 
than white children of North America. The health of the young adults was good, 
and the adult females paid no penalty in terms of decreased fertility. One highland 
group consumed 80 - 90 percent of their calories from a single food source - sweet 
potato - and the resjt from leafy vegetables and beans. 
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I t is therefore very d i f f i cu l t f o r the nutr i t ionists to recommend an appropriate da i ly 
in take o f var ious nutr ients f o r people i n general . T h e approach has to be at the 
loca l leve l . 

C u l t u r a l D i v e r s i t y 

A l t h o u g h a proper balance o f proteins, carbohydrates, fats, v i tamins, and 
minerals can be obta ined by a combinat ion o f both p lant and an imal foods, i n 
some societies, the d ie t seems to consist o f either an ima l meat o r p lant f ood a lmost 
exclus ively. However , some people are vegetarian b y necessity rather than b y 
choice such as when they do not have money to buy meat and are forced to subsist 
on a l o w pro te in , h i g h carbohydrate d i e t Others m a y abstain f r o m eating meat 
because o f mo ra l reasons ( re l ig ious o r eth ica l repugnance). W h i l e a devout B u d ­
dhist w i l l not k n o w i n g l y depr ive the l i f e o f an an ima l , he w o u l d s t i l l eat eggs, 
d r i nk m i l k , and eat butter (Sr i Lanka , Bu rma , Tibet, Tha i land) . The Sr i Lankan 
Buddhists be l ieve the f a rm eggs to contain no l i fe . Cer ta in people i n the l o w 
castes i n Ind ia eat meat whenever they can despite be ing Hindus. Thus no society 
is exc lus ive ly vegetarian. I n fact, any w o m a n w h o str ic t ly adheres to a vegetarian 
diet w o u l d lack v i t am in B 12 w h i c h is essential to avo id anemia. The nut r i t iona l 
qua l i ty o f breast m i l k is af fected b y mother ' s d iet . Thus , where vegetarian diet is 
concerned, every cul ture, th rough a long process o f selection, has c i rcumvented 
the p rob lem o f the def ic iency i n amino acids o f p lant foods b y develop ing dishes 
that combine and balance them. Fo r example, S r i Lankans eat m i l k r i ce i n c o m b i ­
nat ion w i t h green g ram. Mex icans eat beans, rice, and leafy vegetables w i t h a 
maize tor t i l la . Cer ta in Esk imo groups were long thought to subsist on purely meat, 
bu t suf fer ing no ma jo r nu t r i t iona l diseases. I t is on ly recent ly that the nut r i t iona l 
diseases have become c o m m o n among the Esk imos due to changed way o f l i f e 
where increasingly large amounts o f processed food are bought and consumed. 

E V O L U T I O N A R Y P E R S P E C T I V E 

I n terms o f evo lu t ion o f homin id subsistence behaviour, three phases cou ld 
be recognized: Shi f t f r o m an unprocessed p r imar i l y vegetarian diet to one w h i c h is 
processed and i n v o l v i n g meat; Special ized hunt ing and gather ing techniques; A g ­
r icu l tu ra l t ransi t ion ( inc lud ing an ima l husbandry) beg inn ing at about 12,000 B.C. . 
The immedia te mo t i va t i on fo r domest icat ion and f o o d product ion is controvers ia l , 
though theories o f popu la t ion pressure and inadequate natural f o o d resources have 
been w i d e l y accepted. I n the short run , i t m a y have leveled-out the f o o d shortages, 
bu t i n the long run the agr icul tur ists were m o r e disadvantaged by c l imat ic cond i -
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tions than would have been the hunters and gatherers in the same environment. 

The solution created other problems such as intragroup variation in diet 
which appeared to have followed the distinctions based on sex and status. The 
record of Sumerian civilization in Mesopotamia for example shows that although 
a wide variety of foods high in proteins and calories was produced and available, 
the diet of the lower classes was heavily biased towards barley, while the higher 
classes enjoyed a more varied and richer diet. A recent study which compared 
contemporary diets of industrialized societies to several models of pre-agricultural 
diets concluded that the modem diet is deficient or inadequate in several funda­
mental ways. Protein, fibre, vitamin C, and calcium are much lower in the average 
American diet; levels of sodium and fat, particularly saturated fat, are much higher. 
It has been said that the agricultural "revolution" was not so revolutionary at its 
inception, but it has come to represent a nutritional "devolution" for much of the 
humankind. While the process of adapting to these changes is not complete, fur­
ther progress will have to involve political and economic adjustments in addition 
to food technology. 

Worldview Conflicts 

Another aspect of the cultural dimension involves what is known as world 
view conflicts. Worldview descriptions are sets of assumptions and values that 
permit the users to perceive, categorize, and understand events in the world and 
socialize their children. In other words they are cognitive orientations held by 
people. Because of subscription to different world views, the interveners (project 
workers or cultural outsiders whether or not being adapters or activists) and their 
clients (beneficiaries) begin from different assumptions, and perceive and inter­
pret the same "objective reality" differently. The intervention process is affected 
by both the intervener's world view as well as the donor agency structure. Cultur­
ally sensitive research would reveal not only the parental motivations but also the 
role of the intervener himself in causing or perpetuating world view conflicts. 
However, an awareness of the same is likely to lead to reduction of the severity 
and the frequency of worldview conflicts. 
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F O O D F O R A L L 

A n A g e n d a f o r S r i L a n k a 

b y 

D r . S .G . S a m a r a s i n g h e ' 

Macro -economic structural adjustments have been the key approach b y 
the p o l i c y makers du r ing the past decade o r so towards pover ty a l lev ia t ion. N o w 
the quest ion is be ing asked whether th is has reduced the number o f hungry people 
i n the w o r l d est imated at approx imate ly 8 0 0 m i l l i o n . I n fact the Di rector-Genera l 
o f the F A O Dr . Jacques D i o u f has said that approaching the th i rd m i l l e n n i u m the 
w o r l d s t i l l faces a c ruc ia l chal lenge to the mos t basic human r ight - " f reedom f r o m 
hunger" . A W o r l d F o o d Summi t has therefore been convened to prov ide a h is tor ic 
oppor tun i ty fo r governments, in ternat ional organizat ions and a l l sectors o f c i v i l 
society t o j o i n forces i n a concerted campa ign to ensure f o o d security. N o w wha t 
is this f o o d security? Acco rd ing to the W o r l d Bank f o o d securi ty is "access b y a l l 
people at a l l t imes to enough f o o d fo r an act ive, heal thy l i f e . I ts elements are the 
ava i lab i l i t y o f f o o d and the ab i l i t y to acquire i t " . I n j u s t mere three words a s imi la r 
concept was ut tered t o the w o r l d by the Buddha w h e n he said "Sabbe satta 
aharatthika". A l l beings depend on f o o d . 

F o o d secur i ty exists at a number o f levels; g loba l , regional , nat ional , d is­
t r ic t , househo ld and ind iv idua l . The w h o l e process is in te r l inked par t icu lar ly at 
present w i t h the concept o f "open economy" , the accepted po l i cy o f most govern­
ments i nc lud ing our o w n . Adequate f o o d supply and access to same are the key 
components o f the de f in i t i on g iven earl ier. I t is therefore presumed that every 
country shou ld endeavour to ensure an adequate f o o d supply w i thou t depending 
on others. Th i s is where sustainable agr icu l ture is a pre requisi te as a po l i cy dec i ­
s ion b y the concerned governments w h o shou ld f o rmu la te coun t r y spec i f i c 
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nat ional strategies. I t is needless t o say that i f a n adequate supply can be ensured, 
a l l other issues ar is ing f r o m the de f i n i t i on accessibi l i ty - economic ab i l i t y to ac­
qu i re , quant i ty, var ie ty and qual i ty - nu t r i t i on - w i se c o u l d be f u l f i l l ed . 

The F A O has stated that i n the wo r l d ' s poorest countr ies, 4 0 % o f the 
gross domest ic product ( G D P ) is earned b y agr icu l ture and up to 8 0 % o f the people 
depend on fa rming for their l i ve l ihoods . Ag r i cu l t u re i n these countr ies has wha t 
the Internat ional Conference on N u t r i t i o n ca l led a " M u l t i f u n c t i o n a l r o l e " : i t serves 
no t jus t a source o f f o o d bu t also a ma jo r p rov ide r o f j obs and income. A g r i c u l ­
tu ra l resources are n o t o n l y an i n p u t o f f o o d p roduc t ion bu t a lso the m a j o r eco­
n o m i c asset on w h i c h depends a g o o d part o f the popula t ion i n the deve lop ing 
countr ies f o r emp loyment and income. I t is in th is context that specif ic measures 
have to be taken to p romote sustainable agr icu l ture among smal l fanners i n deve l ­
op ing countr ies. I t is this in tervent ion w h i c h can he lp both the supply o f f o o d and 
access to same by the poorest groups. I n As ia , the F A O forecasts that the f o o d 
demand is expected to g row by 2 % per year up to the year 2000 w i t h f o o d produc­
t i o n rising by an est imated 1.3 percent. 

W h y I made this preamble o n th is impor tan t day is to focus t w o impor­
tant matters per ta in ing to food secur i ty i n Sr i Lanka . We observed the impor tance 
o f agr icul ture and i n the entire contex t o f f o o d security. A s far as Sr i L a n k a is 
concerned, agr icul ture p r ima r i l y is paddy cu l t i va t ion . Permit me to recount very 
b r ie f l y the evo lu t ion o f the agrar ian cu l tu re i n ou r country. F i rs t ly , i t was the 
responsib i l i ty o f the Sinhala roya l t y t o ensure that subjects were contended and 
happy. The of ten quoted saying "Raja Bhavatu Dhammiko" (may the ru lers be 
righteous) was indeed that the ru lers had an ob l iga t ion towards the f o o d secur i ty o f 
its subjects. A l m o s t every k i ng endeavoured to carry out this responsib i l i ty b y 
construct ing reservoirs and i r r iga t ion works . Some cou ld per fo rm that d u t y w e l l . 
Others cou ld not achieve such excel lence due t o var ied reasons such as in terna l 
str i fe and enemy act iv i ty. Secondly w e had the co lon ia l experience. A l l the three 
co lon ia l invaders, the Portuguese, the D u t c h and the Eng l ish wan ted to t rans form 
our resources to be the i r resources. They d i d not cer ta in ly undermine agr icu l ture, 
instead p rov ided i r r iga t iona l fac i l i t ies etc. as i n the case o f the exemplary examp le 
g iven by Governor Gregory. 

However , the emphasis was on the p lantat ion crops thus t rans forming 
paddy cu l t i va t ion to a mere subsistence leve l exercise. 
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Physical , inst i tu t ional and human resources infrastructure development 
is a sine qua non f o r the pursuance o f the ma jo r object ive o f accelerated economic 
g row th . The sectoral resource al locat ions for the development o f phys ica l i n f ra ­
structure such as transport, power and energy, te lecommunicat ions, i r r igat ion, posts 
etc. reveal any government 's conscious e f fo r t towards strengthening these sectors. 
Inst i tu t ional development and structural adjustments towards the improvement and 
the ef f ic iency o f the publ ic-sector adminis t rat ion, ski l ls development , legal and 
regulat ions f ramework amongst other measures have received a new emphasis 
and or ientat ion consequent to substantial resource al locat ions. The Government 
has accepted that i t is i ts responsib i l i ty to ensure the human resource development 
i n the t w o major segments o f educat ion and heal th. 

Agr i cu l tu re i n this context comes under the phys ica l infrastructure i n the 
investment and management o f i r r iga t ion wo rks and the support ive ro le p rov ided 
b y the agencies and inst i tut ions operat ive under the M i n i s t r y o f Agr i cu l tu re , Lands 
and Forestry. F iscal pol ic ies i n fer t i l izer subsidy, l iberal izat ion o f the impor ts and 
marke t ing o f p lant ing materials and seeds have had the desired ef fect in the non -
plantat ion agr icu l tura l sector. The p rov inc ia l extension system has been struc­
tured to b u i l d the appropriate l inkages ensur ing the essential advice needed b y the 
farmer. However , the most impor tant factor in the h ierarchy o f these measures has 
either been forgotten or not understood. Tha t is the development o f the farmer-
commun i t y resources. M o t i v a t i o n and mob i l i za t ion o f the human-resource factor 
o f the farmer c o m m u n i t y present ly aggregating to about 9.0 m i l l i o n o f a tota l 
popu la t ion o f 18 m i l l i o n has been ignored or very scant i ly cared for. 

N o doubt the par t ic ipatory approach has been act ive even pr io r to inde­
pendence but regret tably the dominance o f the bureaucracy and the technocracy 
impeded any mean ing fu l upsurge i n the farmers ' get t ing organized. I t is accepted 
that a l l po l i cy decisions taken h i ther to i n the agr icu l tura l sector were directed 
towards enhancing the product ion , and marke t ing o f paddy, other field crops, f ru i ts 
and vegetables. However , n o mean ing fu l p rogramme was in i t ia ted to develop the 
fa rmer -communi ty resources, the i r ab i l i ty to organize and make themselves effec­
t ive i n the developmenta l progress. 

Fiscal pol ic ies int roduced part icular ly after the independence i n 1948 were 
responsible fo r new inst i tu t ional re forms i n harnessing the organizat ional capacity 
o f the farmers i n the periphery. They are the Agr i cu l tu ra l Product iv i ty Centres, 
Cu l t i va t ion Commi t tees and the Co-operat ive Societies. The L a n d Re fo rm L a w o f 
1972 established the L a n d R e f o r m Commiss ion impos ing a ce i l ing o n agr icul tura l 
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land ho ld ings. L a w and the regulatory f r a m e w o r k o f this per iod p rov ided for 
fiscal measures fo r the deve lopment o f agr icu l ture. However , there had been no 
single concerted at tempt to consol idate a l l these pol ic ies i n an endeavour to pro ject 
a clear v i s ion on the agr icu l tura l sector. I t was i n order to establish this clear 
perspective that the new N a t i o n a l Po l i cy F r a m e w o r k - A g r i c u l t u r e , L a n d s a n d 
F o r e s t r y was f ramed p rov i d i ng inroads t o a k i n d o f In tegrated F a r m Plann ing i n 
order to ensure the t ransformat ion o f subsistence rura l leve l agr icul ture in to a prof­
i tab le commerc ia l venture. The emphasis o f the new p o l i c y are o n the f o l l o w i n g 
five concerns: -

a) Prov is ion o f h igh-qua l i t y seeds and p lan t ing mater ia ls; 

b ) Streaml in ing o f the agr icu l tu ra l extension services inc lud ing the p rov is ion o f 
support ive services and inputs; 

c) Integrated f a rm p lann ing to inc lude p roduc t ion , harvest ing, co l lec t ion , stor­
age, processing, marke t ing , value add i t ion and expor t ; 

d ) Inst i tu t ional bu i l d i ng inc lud ing organ iz ing o f farmers and restructur ing o f 
Agrar ian Services Centres as Produc t ion Centres cater ing to a l l the needs and 
the supply o f a l l requisi tes f o r f a r m i n g ; 

e) Integrated approach b y the State, pr ivate and non-governmenta l organizat ions; 

Preparations are n o w a lmost finalized as men t ioned earl ier i n ho ld i ng the 
" W o r l d F o o d S u m m i t " i n Rome dur ing November this year p rov id ing an oppor tu ­
n i t y fo r about 200 countr ies inc lud ing Sr i L a n k a to w o r k out a strategy fo r food 
security - w h i c h term has n o w many w o r k i n g def in i t ions. I n Ju ly 1996 F A O has 
g iven us the latest de f in i t i on . 

W o r k i n g D e f i n i t i o n o f F o o d Secu r i t y 

Before we can talk about i n fo rma t ion systems for f ood security, we must 
first be sure that we a l l share a c o m m o n understanding o f the term " f o o d secur i ty " 
i tself. A l t h o u g h there have been m a n y fo rmula t ions over the years, the essential 
meaning has not changed. I n 1983 the Commi t tee on W o r l d F o o d Secur i ty (CFS) 
def ined f o o d secur i ty as "Phys ica l and economic access f o r a l l people at a l l t imes 
to the basic foodstuf fs that they need" . I n 1996, more than a decade later, the 
W o r l d F o o d S u m m i t w i l l consider f o r adopt ion a very s im i la r de f i n i t i on , i.e., " A c ­
cess o f a l l people at a l l t imes to the food they need fo r an act ive and healthy l i fe 
w i t h d ign i t y " . 
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The CFS i n 1983 also def ined three essential components o f f o o d secu­
rity, namely, ava i lab i l i ty o f adequate f o o d suppl ies at g loba l and nat iona l levels, 
s tabi l i ty o f supplies i n loca l markets, and access o f a l l households and ind iv idua ls 
to these supplies. Th i s approach related f o o d securi ty t o the quant i t ies o f f o o d 
avai lable, i n re la t ion to a m i n i m u m per capi ta threshold def ined as nut r i t iona l ly 
adequate. D u r i n g the Internat ional Conference on N u t r i t i o n i n 1992, t w o other 
concepts were added, i.e. f o o d qual i ty, that i s , nut r i t iona l content, and f o o d safety, 
that is hyg ien ic cond i t i on a n d absence o f heal th-endanger ing mater ia ls i n the 
food . Thus , f o r w o r k i n g purposes w e may take the de f in i t i on o f f o o d securi ty as 
" a v a i l a b i l i t y of , a n d access t o , a m i n i m u m o f n u t r i t i o n a l l y adequa te f o o d f o r 
a l l people a l l the t i m e " . I n fo rma t ion system is a pre-requisi te to f o o d security. I t 
is i n th is respect that the H A R T I has made her singular cont r ibut ion through the 
M a r k e t Inte l l igence F o o d S ystem funded b y the U N D P and the F A O . I n fact Food 
Secur i ty In fo rmat ion Systems are w ide and extensive depending on the c i r cum­
stance o f each country. I n the circumstances preva i l ing i n various countr ies, p r i ­
or i t ies are g iven depending o n their o w n requirements. Some such F o o d In fo rma­
t ion Strategies are:-

a) Basel ine in fo rmat ion on m i n i m u m food requirements. 

b ) Vu lnerab i l i t y i n iden t i f y ing those groups w h o are food- insecure. 

c) Ava i lab i l i t y o f f o o d suppl ies at the nat iona l , reg ional and loca l levels wh i ch is 
def ined as the sum o f p roduc t ion p lus net impor ts ( inc lud ing food aid) and the 
avai lable stocks. 

d ) Stabi l i ty i n i den t i f y i ng the sources o f risk and the per iod ic i ty o f risk related 
events such as drought , f loods, p roduct ion f luctuat ions, economic cr is is, de­
va luat ion, i l lness etc. I t is i n this area o f supply stabi l i ty that in fo rmat ion on 
market prices and quanti t ies, stock levels, market ing and storage infrastruc­
ture, the operat ion o f transport system, t rading regulat ions etc. become very 
s igni f icant and operat ive. 

The Food Securi ty I n fo rma t ion per-se has the f o l l o w i n g key areas as its m a i n func-
t ions:-

a) Da ta co l lec t ing and mon i t o r i ng i nc lud ing agr icu l tura l p roduct ion mon i t o r i ng 
system, market i n fo rma t ion systems, f o o d and nu t r i t i on survei l lance systems. 
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b ) Forecast ing i n fo rma t i on regard ing wa rn ing that a r i s k re lated event is about 
to occur i n the spheres o f f o o d avai lab i l i ty , s tabi l i ty and access. 

c ) Emergency needs assessment i n assessing the chang ing si tuat ions o f vu lner ­
able groups i n terms o f cr is is. 

d ) Data-base management f o r long- te rm p lann ing i n p rov i d i ng at a l l levels w i t h 
the v i t a l data and analysis. 

H A R T I w i t h l i m i t e d resources has been able to achieve some o f the i m ­
portant requirements ment ioned above. 

( T h i s is a s u m m a r y o f t he speech m a d e a t t h e W o r l d F o o d D a y Semina r , 1996.) 
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