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World hunger has risen for three straight
years, and climate change is a cause
A man walks through a greenhouse in northeastern Uganda where sustainable agriculture techniques such as drought-resistant crops and tree planting are taught, Oct. 19, 2017. AP Photo/Adelle
Kalakouti

Leer en español.

World hunger has risen for a third consecutive year, according to the

United Nations’ annual food security report. The total number of people

who face chronic food deprivation has increased by 15 million since

2016. Some 821 million people now face food insecurity, raising numbers

to the same level as almost a decade ago.

The situation is worsening in South America, Central Asia and most

regions of Africa, the report shows. It also spotlights a troubling rise in

anemia among women of reproductive age. One in 3 women worldwide

are affected, with health and developmental consequences for them and

their children.

From 2005 to 2014, global undernourishment was on the decline. But the

rate of decline continuously eroded, like a car moving forward at an

ever-decreasing speed. Several years ago it stopped altogether, and world

hunger started to climb once more. Among the factors driving this

reversal was climate change.

Chart: The Conversation, CC-BY-ND • Source: FAO • Get the data

Hunger
The number of undernourished people in the world has risen since 2014, to an estimated 821
million in 2017. 
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While malnutrition and food insecurity begin at the household level,

hunger is everyone’s business. The damage wrought by hunger on

communities can provoke regional instability and conflict that can

extend beyond impacted areas. For example, drought and crop failures 

in Central America are among the drivers of immigration across the U.S.

border.

Climate, weather and crops

The causes of food insecurity are complex and interrelated. In our recent

book, “How to Feed the World,” a collection of essays from leading

researchers, we review pressing challenges. Among them, climate change

emerges as a troubling problem that influences all others.

Earth’s climate has swung into and out of ice ages since the dawn of time.

In the last 50 years, however, things have changed. Average global

temperatures have increased ever more quickly, with new recorded highs

in 2014, then again in 2015, and again in 2016.

Climate change is also increasing the severity and frequency of extreme

weather events, such as powerful storms and droughts. As a result, some

regions of the world are getting wetter, including the northern United

States and Canada, while others are becoming drier, such as the

southwestern United States. In the U.S. Midwest, heavy rainfalls events 

increased by over a third from 1958 to 2012.

Agriculture is one of the industries that is most exposed and vulnerable

to climate change. Crops and livestock are extremely sensitive to

temperature and precipitation. A late spring frost can be devastating, and

a heat wave during the flowering stage can result in sharply reduced

yields. In short, agriculture is the “Goldilocks industry.” The weather

should not be too hot or too cold, and rainfall must be “just right.”

Producing enough food for everyone in the world depends heavily on

climate. This means that it will be impossible to curb hunger without

preparing for and adapting to climate change.

The importance of agricultural research

Climate change renders generational and historical information about

farming less valuable. What worked before may no longer apply in an

altered climate. When historical knowledge no longer works, farmers

must rely on other sources of information, such as meteorologists,

agronomists and other scientists, as well as the development of new

sustainable technologies.

Farmers in the most advanced economies, including the United States,

already rely heavily on scientific knowledge, which is o�en mediated by

the private sector or by local extension services. However, farmers in the

poorest countries – which in many cases will suffer the most severe 

impacts from climate change – rarely have access to such knowledge.

Even in wealthy countries, these adjustments are costly. And public

funding for agricultural research and development has been declining 

for a decade in the United States. The poorest countries in the world

account for just 3 percent of global spending on agricultural research.

Without investments into sharing research discoveries, many advances in

wealthier countries will not be transferred to low-income nations.

Climate change’s pervasive influence

Climate change also intensifies other stresses on global food production.

Consider the critical role of water. Meat consumption alone accounts for

an estimated 22 percent of global water use, and this need will increase in

a hotter world. Climate change also alters rainfall patterns: Some places

will have too little water to farm, while others may have enough but find

that it falls at the wrong time, or arrives less frequently but in larger

rainfall events.

Even seemingly disparate factors like international trade are affected by

climate change, with serious ramifications for food security. As climate

change drives permanent shi�s in the geography of world agricultural

production zones, international trade will emerge as an important

resiliency mechanism for reducing hunger and for enhancing equal

access to food.

For instance, a 2012 heat wave and drought prompted major losses in

corn harvests in the United States. Producers in the Southern

Hemisphere adjusted to the shortfall, which served to moderate price

increases in the United States. This was only possible because of

international trade.

An effective response to climate change will also be critical to making

progress on a host of other food security challenges, such as curbing food

loss, improving nutrition and promoting sustainable production systems.

Food-producing nations will need creative policies and new technologies

to meet these challenges successfully.

Adapting to new conditions

Climate change is anticipated to force more than 100 million people into

extreme poverty by 2030. Adapting to climate change is a key way to

combat this – and technology can help.

For instance, precision agriculture can leverage computers, global

positioning systems, geographic information systems and sensors to

provide the data necessary to give each tiny parcel of land on a field

exactly the inputs it needs. And a resurgent interest is occurring in use of

the time-honored technology of cover crops to mitigate climate change

impacts.

We can go even smaller in our measurements with the emergence of

nanotechnology. Aside from making field sensors smaller and more

compact, nanotechnologies can also help improve how fertilizers and 

pesticides are released. By putting chemical inputs into tiny capsules or

in gels, it is possible to control when and how these inputs are released to

make them more effective, and at the same time reduce chemical

emissions and runoff.

But ultimately, it is up to individuals. Around the world, people must

wield their social power to encourage mitigation of climate change and

promote investments in technologies for adaptation. We need everyone

at the table contributing to a food-secure future.

Agriculture Climate change Nanotechnology Water IPCC Hunger Natural disasters

Research and development Food insecurity Global Perspectives IPCC Special Report

IPCC report

The Conversation is a non-profit + your donation is tax
deductible. Help knowledge-based, ethical journalism today.

You might also like

Authors

Jessica Eise
Ross Fellow in the Brian Lamb
School of Communication
Doctoral Program, Purdue
University

Kenneth Foster
Professor of Agricultural
Economics, Purdue University

Disclosure statement

The authors do not work for,
consult, own shares in or receive
funding from any company or
organisation that would benefit
from this article, and have
disclosed no relevant affiliations
beyond their academic
appointment.

Partners

View all partners

Languages

Español
English

Republish this article

Republish our articles for free,
online or in print, under Creative
Commons licence.

 Email

 Twitter 33

 Facebook 191

 LinkedIn

 Print

Crop damage on Puerto Rico from Hurricane Maria, Oct. 3, 2017. Puerto Rico Department of Agriculture

North Carolina farmers reckon with crop losses from Hurricane Florence in September 2018.

NC farmers re�ect on crop losses from Hurric…
Watch later Share

Widespread drought caused heavy losses for U.S. corn farmers in 2012. USDA, CC BY-ND



 Tweet  Share  Get newsletter

Make a donation

What if several of the
world’s biggest food
crops failed at the
same time?

Heat is a serious threat
to dairy cows – we’re
finding innovative ways
to keep them cool

Coffee farmers struggle
to adapt to Colombia’s
changing climate

Climate change will
make rice less
nutritious, putting
millions of the world’s
poor at risk

 Sign in to commentCommentsComments8 OldestOldest NewestNewest

Show all comments

One year on for Ardern’s coalition
government in New Zealand

What causes chronic fatigue? What we
know, don’t know and suspect

Scientists pinpoint earliest ever
Alzheimer’s signs

More than a habit? When to worry
about nail biting, skin picking and other
body-focused repetitive behaviours

Health Check: what can your doctor tell
from your urine?

Grattan on Friday: Scott Morrison
braces for judgement by Malcolm
Turnbull’s old voters

View from The Hill: Wentworth mightn’t
be typical but it’s the shrill canary in
the mine

Calculating the odds of a Trump
impeachment: don’t bet the house on it

True blue picks: a snapshot of
Australia’s favourite porn

Friday essay: family as ‘brand’ – the
rise of the digital mumpreneur

Most popular on The Conversation Events Jobs

Your Leadership Voice: Women in Focus —
Caulfield East, Victoria

Graduate Study Webinars — Melbourne,
Victoria

Business Research Showcase — Melbourne,
Victoria

Teacher mental Health: What do we know and
what can we do? — Adelaide, South Australia

Is democracy broken? — Melbourne, Victoria

MORE EVENTS

Research Fellow Higher Density
Development & High Rise Living

Operations Manager For The
Australian Dementia Network
(Adnet)

University Librarian

Research Associate Bio Australis
Crc P

Indigenous Engagement & Research
Associate(Identified Position)

MORE JOBS

Community standards

Republishing guidelines

Friends of The Conversation

Research and Expert Database

 Analytics

 Job Board

 Events

 Our feeds

 Donate

Community

Who we are

Our charter

Our team

Our audience

Resource for Teachers

Pitching & Writing Masterclass

Our blog

Partners and funders

Contributing institutions

Resource for media

Contact us

Work with us

Company

Follow us on social media

Stay informed and subscribe to our free daily newsletter and
get the latest analysis and commentary directly in your
inbox.











SubscribeYour email address

  

Privacy policy  Terms and conditions  Corrections Copyright © 2010–2018, The Conversation Media Group Ltd



Edition: Job Board Donate Australia      Become an author Sign up as a reader Sign in

https://theconversation.com/au
https://theconversation.com/au/arts
https://theconversation.com/au/business
https://theconversation.com/au/cities
https://theconversation.com/au/education
https://theconversation.com/au/environment
https://theconversation.com/au/factcheck
https://theconversation.com/au/health
https://theconversation.com/au/politics
https://theconversation.com/au/technology
http://www.apimages.com/metadata/Index/Uganda-Climate-Change/5693393d0e7b4e8ba89f418fdc4c8dec/5/0
https://theconversation.com/hambre-mundial-aumenta-por-tercer-ano-consecutivo-debido-al-cambio-climatico-105448
http://www.fao.org/state-of-food-security-nutrition/en/
http://www.fao.org/state-of-food-security-nutrition/en/
https://ourworldindata.org/hunger-and-undernourishment
http://www.fao.org/state-of-food-security-nutrition/en/
data:application/octet-stream;charset=utf-8,year%2CNumber%20of%20undernourished%20people%20(millions)%0A2005%2C945%0A2006%2C911.4%0A2007%2C876.9%0A2008%2C855.1%0A2009%2C839.8%0A2010%2C820.5%0A2011%2C812.8%0A2012%2C805.7%0A2013%2C794.9%0A2014%2C783.7%0A2015%2C784.4%0A2016%2C804.2%0A2017%2C820.8
https://unfoundation.org/blog/post/conflict-hunger-worsening-trend/
https://www.univision.com/univision-news/immigration/climate-change-a-factor-in-central-american-migration
https://islandpress.org/book/how-to-feed-the-world
https://www.climate.gov/news-features/understanding-climate/climate-change-global-temperature
https://nca2014.globalchange.gov/highlights/report-findings/extreme-weather#intro-section-2
http://s3.amazonaws.com/nca2014/low/NCA3_Full_Report_02_Our_Changing_Climate_LowRes.pdf
https://ag.purdue.edu/feedtheworld/chapter-four-a-changing-climate/
https://www.usda.gov/topics/research-and-science
https://theconversation.com/how-should-we-compensate-poor-countries-for-loss-and-damage-from-climate-change-55612
https://www.ers.usda.gov/amber-waves/2016/november/us-agricultural-rd-in-an-era-of-falling-public-funding/
http://www.ifpri.org/publication/asti-global-assessment-agricultural-rd-spending-0
http://dx.doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1109936109
https://elibrary.worldbank.org/doi/abs/10.1596/978-1-4648-0673-5
https://theconversation.com/farmers-of-the-future-will-utilize-drones-robots-and-gps-37739
https://hal.archives-ouvertes.fr/hal-01688919/file/13593_2016_Article_410.pdf
https://theconversation.com/how-nanotechnology-can-help-us-grow-more-food-using-less-energy-and-water-59034
https://theconversation.com/topics/agriculture-24
https://theconversation.com/topics/climate-change-27
https://theconversation.com/topics/nanotechnology-34
https://theconversation.com/topics/water-71
https://theconversation.com/topics/ipcc-368
https://theconversation.com/topics/hunger-719
https://theconversation.com/topics/natural-disasters-1243
https://theconversation.com/topics/research-and-development-3596
https://theconversation.com/topics/food-insecurity-5704
https://theconversation.com/topics/global-perspectives-45141
https://theconversation.com/topics/ipcc-special-report-60660
https://theconversation.com/topics/ipcc-report-61079
https://theconversation.com/profiles/jessica-eise-290430
https://theconversation.com/profiles/kenneth-foster-522970
https://theconversation.com/au/partners
https://theconversation.com/hambre-mundial-aumenta-por-tercer-ano-consecutivo-debido-al-cambio-climatico-105448
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nd/4.0/
mailto:?subject=World%20hunger%20has%20risen%20for%20three%20straight%20years%2C%20and%20climate%20change%20is%20a%20cause%20%E2%80%94%20The%20Conversation&body=Hi.%20I%20found%20an%20article%20that%20you%20might%20like%3A%20%22World%20hunger%20has%20risen%20for%20three%20straight%20years%2C%20and%20climate%20change%20is%20a%20cause%22%20%E2%80%94%20http%3A%2F%2Ftheconversation.com%2Fworld-hunger-has-risen-for-three-straight-years-and-climate-change-is-a-cause-103818
http://twitter.com/intent/tweet?text=World+hunger+has+risen+for+three+straight+years%2C+and+climate+change+is+a+cause&url=http%3A%2F%2Ftheconversation.com%2Fworld-hunger-has-risen-for-three-straight-years-and-climate-change-is-a-cause-103818%3Futm_source%3Dtwitter%26utm_medium%3Dtwitterbutton&utm_campaign=none&via=ConversationUS
http://www.facebook.com/sharer.php?u=http%3A%2F%2Ftheconversation.com%2Fworld-hunger-has-risen-for-three-straight-years-and-climate-change-is-a-cause-103818%3Futm_source%3Dfacebook%26utm_medium%3Dfacebookbutton
http://www.linkedin.com/shareArticle?mini=true&source=The+Conversation&summary=_%5BLeer+en+espa%C3%B1ol%5D%28https%3A%2F%2Ftheconversation.com%2Fhambre-mundial-aumenta-por-tercer-ano-consecutivo-debido-al-cambio-climatico-105448%29_.%0A%0AWorld+hunger+has+risen+for+a+third+consecutive+year%2C+according...&title=World+hunger+has+risen+for+three+straight+years%2C+and+climate+change+is+a+cause&url=http%3A%2F%2Ftheconversation.com%2Fworld-hunger-has-risen-for-three-straight-years-and-climate-change-is-a-cause-103818%3Futm_source%3Dlinkedin%26utm_medium%3Dlinkedinbutton
https://images.theconversation.com/files/241475/original/file-20181019-105761-1wbg6nm.jpg?ixlib=rb-1.1.0&q=45&auto=format&w=1000&fit=clip
https://flic.kr/p/C15GKE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YWpSxGhn-YM
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UC1dVGItBqV4w-4xQHoX1UDg
https://images.theconversation.com/files/241472/original/file-20181019-105779-1mnmkiu.jpg?ixlib=rb-1.1.0&q=45&auto=format&w=1000&fit=clip
https://ars.els-cdn.com/content/image/1-s2.0-S2212094715300360-gr4_lrg.jpg
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nd/4.0/
http://twitter.com/intent/tweet?text=World+hunger+has+risen+for+three+straight+years%2C+and+climate+change+is+a+cause&url=http%3A%2F%2Ftheconversation.com%2Fworld-hunger-has-risen-for-three-straight-years-and-climate-change-is-a-cause-103818%3Futm_source%3Dtwitter%26utm_medium%3Dtwitterbutton&utm_campaign=none&via=ConversationUS
http://www.facebook.com/sharer.php?u=http%3A%2F%2Ftheconversation.com%2Fworld-hunger-has-risen-for-three-straight-years-and-climate-change-is-a-cause-103818%3Futm_source%3Dfacebook%26utm_medium%3Dfacebookbutton
https://theconversation.com/au/newsletters
https://donate.theconversation.com/au?utm_source=theconversation.com&utm_medium=website&utm_campaign=content-donation-call-to-action-5
https://theconversation.com/what-if-several-of-the-worlds-biggest-food-crops-failed-at-the-same-time-74017
https://theconversation.com/what-if-several-of-the-worlds-biggest-food-crops-failed-at-the-same-time-74017
https://theconversation.com/heat-is-a-serious-threat-to-dairy-cows-were-finding-innovative-ways-to-keep-them-cool-84494
https://theconversation.com/heat-is-a-serious-threat-to-dairy-cows-were-finding-innovative-ways-to-keep-them-cool-84494
https://theconversation.com/coffee-farmers-struggle-to-adapt-to-colombias-changing-climate-97916
https://theconversation.com/coffee-farmers-struggle-to-adapt-to-colombias-changing-climate-97916
https://theconversation.com/climate-change-will-make-rice-less-nutritious-putting-millions-of-the-worlds-poor-at-risk-97914
https://theconversation.com/climate-change-will-make-rice-less-nutritious-putting-millions-of-the-worlds-poor-at-risk-97914
https://theconversation.com/one-year-on-for-arderns-coalition-government-in-new-zealand-105212
https://theconversation.com/what-causes-chronic-fatigue-what-we-know-dont-know-and-suspect-94395
https://theconversation.com/scientists-pinpoint-earliest-ever-alzheimers-signs-10558
https://theconversation.com/more-than-a-habit-when-to-worry-about-nail-biting-skin-picking-and-other-body-focused-repetitive-behaviours-102263
https://theconversation.com/health-check-what-can-your-doctor-tell-from-your-urine-74990
https://theconversation.com/grattan-on-friday-scott-morrison-braces-for-judgement-by-malcolm-turnbulls-old-voters-105241
https://theconversation.com/view-from-the-hill-wentworth-mightnt-be-typical-but-its-the-shrill-canary-in-the-mine-105361
https://theconversation.com/calculating-the-odds-of-a-trump-impeachment-dont-bet-the-house-on-it-104419
https://theconversation.com/true-blue-picks-a-snapshot-of-australias-favourite-porn-100595
https://theconversation.com/friday-essay-family-as-brand-the-rise-of-the-digital-mumpreneur-104143
https://theconversation.com/au/events/your-leadership-voice-women-in-focus-5733
https://theconversation.com/au/events/graduate-study-webinars-6216
https://theconversation.com/au/events/business-research-showcase-6067
https://theconversation.com/au/events/teacher-mental-health-what-do-we-know-and-what-can-we-do-6377
https://theconversation.com/au/events/is-democracy-broken-6197
https://theconversation.com/au/events
https://jobs.theconversation.com/jobs/21665-research-fellow-higher-density-development-and-high-rise-living?utm_source=theconversation.com&utm_medium=website&utm_campaign=article
https://jobs.theconversation.com/jobs/21661-operations-manager-for-the-australian-dementia-network-adnet?utm_source=theconversation.com&utm_medium=website&utm_campaign=article
https://jobs.theconversation.com/jobs/21664-university-librarian?utm_source=theconversation.com&utm_medium=website&utm_campaign=article
https://jobs.theconversation.com/jobs/21666-research-associate-bio-australis-crc-p?utm_source=theconversation.com&utm_medium=website&utm_campaign=article
https://jobs.theconversation.com/jobs/21663-indigenous-engagement-and-research-associate-identified-position?utm_source=theconversation.com&utm_medium=website&utm_campaign=article
https://jobs.theconversation.com/?utm_source=theconversation.com&utm_medium=website&utm_campaign=article_call_to_action
https://theconversation.com/au/community-standards
https://theconversation.com/au/republishing-guidelines
https://theconversation.com/au/friends
https://theconversation.com/experts
https://analytics.theconversation.com/au
https://jobs.theconversation.com/?utm_source=theconversation.com&utm_medium=website&utm_campaign=footer
https://theconversation.com/au/events
https://theconversation.com/au/feeds
https://donate.theconversation.com/au?utm_source=theconversation.com&utm_medium=website&utm_campaign=footer
https://theconversation.com/au/who-we-are
https://theconversation.com/au/charter
https://theconversation.com/au/team
https://theconversation.com/au/audience
https://theconversation.com/au/resource-for-teachers
http://masterclass.theconversation.com/
https://theconversation.com/columns/blog-26
https://theconversation.com/au/partners
https://theconversation.com/institutions
https://theconversation.com/au/resources-for-media
https://theconversation.com/au/contact-us
https://jobs.theconversation.com/search/organisations/the-conversation/the-conversation-us
https://facebook.com/ConversationEDU
https://twitter.com/ConversationEDU
https://www.youtube.com/user/ConversationEDU
https://theconversation.com/au/privacy-policy
https://theconversation.com/au/terms-and-conditions
https://theconversation.com/au/corrections
https://theconversation.com/au/who-we-are
https://theconversation.com/au
https://jobs.theconversation.com/?utm_source=theconversation.com&utm_medium=website&utm_campaign=topbar
https://donate.theconversation.com/au?utm_source=theconversation.com&utm_medium=website&utm_campaign=topbar
https://theconversation.com/au/newsletters
https://facebook.com/ConversationEDU
https://twitter.com/ConversationEDU
https://theconversation.com/au/feeds
https://theconversation.com/au
https://theconversation.com/become-an-author
https://theconversation.com/sign_up?return_to=%2Fworld-hunger-has-risen-for-three-straight-years-and-climate-change-is-a-cause-103818
https://theconversation.com/sign_in?return_to=%2Fworld-hunger-has-risen-for-three-straight-years-and-climate-change-is-a-cause-103818

