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Food Insecurity in Pakistan

A man unable to meet the basic food needs of his family tried to set himself a ablaze in North-Wazirisation during the month of January 2008. In February 2008, due to non-availability of wheat flour and soaring rice prices, people were compelled to starve in Murree and the areas surrounding it. In the month of March, the cities of Rawalpindi, Karachi, Dadu, Lahore, Faisalabad, Larkana, Sahiwal, Hyderabad, and Quetta saw citizens groups protesting against the price hike of food items. These are just few of the stories which appeared in the local media. One can find countless number of similar stories coming from the every nook and corner of the country, trying to shed light on the miseries caused by the food shortages and the price hike. There are reports on food (especially wheat) shortages and also claims by the government on food availability. There are reports on wheat mill-owners and farmers associations asking government to increase the wheat support price. There are reports on smuggling and hoarding of wheat. There are reports on how state run ‘utility-stores’ are creating hurdles for common citizens to utilize relief schemes introduced by the government. There are also reports on the steps taken by the government to curb food crisis - bids to foil cross-border smuggling, price subsidies, importing wheat etc. All these reports are pointing towards one fact that from the last six months common Pakistani is suffering as the prices of edible food items including wheat, rice, meat, pulses, vegetables are all skyrocketing and out of reach of the poorest segments of the society
. 

World Food Program (WFP, 2008) is of the opinion that this current food crisis started with wheat shortages which hit the Pakistani markets in October-December 2007. This was followed by rise in prices of vegetable ghee, wheat flour, milk fresh, rice and vegetables. The food inflation breached the double-digit barrier in September 2007 and since then it has continued to march forward amid rising prices of essential consumer items (Mahmood, 2008). The latest shortage of wheat/food in the country has taken food security to a new level. According to the figures by the government of Pakistan, ‘the prices of essential food items are increased by more than 35% from March 07 to March 08’ and on the other hand ‘the labor wage rate has only increased by 17.57%’ (WFP, 2008). Purchasing power of people has gone down by 50%. 

According to the Inflation Monitor of the State Bank of Pakistan (SBP) ‘most of the cities in Punjab and Sindh have recorded very high and record food inflation ranging up to 22 per cent in February 2008’ (Mahmood, 2008).  SBP has also observed that in the top ten items contributing in overall inflation during February 2008, 8 items were from the food group (ibid). 
	Table No. 1: Percentage Increase in the Price of Food Commodities

(March 2007 to March 2008)

Adapted from WFP, 2008



	Item
	%age Increase

	Wheat
	34.46

	Rice Basmati
	51.42

	Rice (IRRI-6)
	47.69

	Cooking Oil
	58.26

	Veg. Ghee
	55.42


According to the WFP-Pakistans Vulnerability Analysis and Mapping (VAM) unit this current price hike has added another 17.5 million people to the list of food insecure people in the country (WFP, 2008). VAM by considering the monthly household income from the Household Integrated Economic Survey (HIES) 2005-2006, has divided the Pakistani population into five quintiles (35 million is each quintile). These quintiles are further explained by considering the  expenditure on food both before and after (35% increase) the price hike. With the help of governments statistics on actual household consumption (before and after the price hike) the caloric intake is calculated as well. The trend is suggesting that the two lower quintiles (40% of the population) were already consuming fewer calories than the standard calories of 2,350 per day per person before the price hike. With the price hike the population in the third quintile, who were consuming adequate food are now gone down to the boarder line. This means that about 50% of this group are below the caloric poverty line, while other 50% are some where above the line. The caloric intake is suggesting that despite increase in the wage rate (17.57), the current price hike has added another 17.5 million people in the list of 60 million already food insecure (Please refer to Table No. 2). 

	Table No. 2: Population which is Food Insecurie

(Adapted from WFP, 2008)



	
	
	Food

	
	Quintliles (
	1st
	2nd
	3rd
	4th
	5th

	
	Population per quintlie (
	20th
	20th
	20th
	20th
	20th

	Monthly household income (com sumption) in Rs.
	
	5,954
	7,501
	8,564
	10,161
	17,642

	Expentirue on food before any change in price (Rs.)
	
	3,311
	3,948
	4,360
	4,704`
	5,841

	Expenditure required to buy usual food with 35% higher prices
	
	4,470
	5,329
	5,886
	6,350
	7,885

	Abality to buy food with 17.57% increase in income
	
	3,893
	4,641
	5,126
	5,530
	6,867

	
	Calroies with old prices

	1,489
	2,035
	2,518
	2,760
	3,937

	
	Expected calories with new prices (increased wage rate is considered here)
	1,295
	1,770
	2,191
	2,401
	3,425


So one angle of this current food insecurity scenario is the over-all situation which is elaborated in the above lines with various statistics, the other side is how it is affecting the people on the ground. Khuzaima Fatima Haque (2008) while her visit to Kot Dahani Bux, a small village in Jhodu Teshil of district Mirpurkhas, Sindh observed that the daily intake of a person is wheat, onion and chilies which translates ‘into 100 to 150g of carbohydrates in a day. Proteins and fats are totally absent from the diet with mal-nutrition running at a highest possible level’. This is just one case, thousands such examples are coming out from different parts of Pakistan.

Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO, 2006) in their report entitled ‘the State of Food Insecurity in the World 2006’, has observed that in the last one decade there is an increase in the number and prevalence of hungry people in Pakistan. Earlier this point was all proved by the World Food Program (WFP) and Sustainable Development Policy Institute (SDPI) in their research on ‘Food Insecurity in the Rural Pakistan’ (2003). Though in the last decade there has been a constant increase in the food-insecure population of Pakistan, but the way things have changed in the last six months have been unprecedented. One can understand that enormity of situation by the fact that in the last two months or so, Pakistan has advanced from 15th to 6th place among the ‘countries entrapped in serious food crisis’ (UN, 2008). 

Being a basic human need, according to the United Nations (UN) Universal Declaration of Human Right (UNDHR) 1948, food has been declared as a basic human right. There is lots of empirical evidence available to prove that scarcity of food can be a potential source of conflicts and incidence of socio-economic and political instability. According to the General Secretary of UN, Ban Ki-moon, ‘food insecurity could touch-off a cascade of related issues – affecting trade, economic growth, social progress, political and security crisis’ (Nation, 2008). Experts in Pakistan have voiced concerns over the increasing prices of food items and said that food crisis might lead to law and order situation if not controlled in time. In the wake of present food inflation, 75% of the population which is already living under the poverty line, has not many options open for them. Frustration of a common citizen is visible from the number of protests reported in the media and the security hassles which are resulting due to it. 

WFP and SDPI (2003) are of the opinion that for the sustainable food security at national and household levels, state needs to provide its people ‘an enabling environment ensuring them an easy access to opportunities of having sufficient food’ (Pg. No. 1). Pakistan with a population of 165 million is a agriculture based economy where general public is living under the perception that we do have the ability to feed ourselves.  A survey conducted by Gallup Pakistan during April 2008 has shown that sixty-two percent people held the previous government responsible for the shortage of wheat/food in the country. Twenty-seven percent blamed it on traders and flourmill owners, five percent on growers and six percent cited other reasons. Sixty-six percent of the respondents from all four provinces said they had lately faced difficulties in obtaining flour for their daily consumption (Dailytimes, 2008). The remaining 34 percent said they were not facing any difficulty in this regard (ibid). Before going into the analysis of current food crisis in Pakistan, it is important to briefly touch on the concept of both food security and insecurity. 

There can be many definitions of food security but the most accepted one is by the World Bank which defines it by ‘access by all people at all times to food need for healthy life’ (1986). This definition is further divided into two dimensions a) adequacy of food supply and b) access (physical and economic) to food (Khalil 2007, WFP and SDPI 2004). Food security implies the absence of vulnerability to hunger. People can thus only be food secure if they are able to afford and get uninterrupted access to adequate food at all times. Gross and others (2000) have given three levels to food security i.e. Macro (world, region, nation), Meso (province, district/tehsil, city, village, community) and Micro (Household and individual). Effective supply and demand and equitable distribution of food are the pre-conditions to secure food at any of these levels. 

Food insecurity exists in the absence of food security and can be generally defined as ‘when people are undernourished as a result of the physical unavailability of food, their lack of social or economic access to adequate food and inequitable distribution of food’(Khalil 2007). National food insecurity exists when a country is unable to meet its domestic food requirements through production, import or food reserves (food safety nets) (ibid). To understand the current food crisis in Pakistan, it is very important to analyze the factors playing a role in the above mentioned dimensions of the food security/insecurity. Please note that this work would confine itself to the current food insecurity situation in Pakistan in general terms and would only touch on the issues on the meso level. 

Adequacy/availability is the first pillar of food security and can be defined as the ‘total sum of domestic food production, commercial imports, food aid and changes in the national stock’ (Khalil, 2007, Pg. 19). The first most important question in the Pakistani food security context is how much food is available, what the need is and what the difference is. Answers and timely answers to the above questions is something which is very important for any planning or forecasting to maintain a balance of food availability in the country. 

SDPI and WFP, in their assessment of food insecurity in Pakistan categorized 74 districts of Pakistan (out of 120) suffering from food deficit in terms of net availability (Please refer to Table No. 3). Here it is very important to mention that 48% of caloric needs are met through wheat alone. Though rice is also regarded as major staple food, wheat is the main and any ‘shortfall in its production adversely affects food security’ (WFP and SDPI, 2003, Pg. 19). 

	Table No. 3: Food Availability District Wise Analysis (Rural)
Source: WFP and SDPI 2003

	
	Balochistan
	Sindh
	Punjab
	NWFP

	Items
	Surplus
	Self-reliant
	Insecure
	Surplus
	Self-reliant
	Insecure
	Surplus
	Self-reliant
	Insecure
	Surplus
	Self-reliant
	Insecure

	Wheat (first staple food)
	3
	5
	18
	6
	2
	9
	20
	10
	4
	0
	2
	22

	Rise(second staple food)
	2
	2
	22
	6
	0
	11
	21
	3
	10
	7
	3
	14

	Cereal
	3
	4
	19
	5
	8
	5
	23
	7
	5
	0
	1
	23

	Crop based food
	3
	1
	22
	11
	2
	4
	25
	2
	7
	0
	1
	23

	Livestock based food
	13
	4
	9
	2
	7
	8
	10
	21
	3
	18
	5
	1


Agriculture Policy Institute (API) and Ministry of Food and Agriculture (MFA) have set 124 kg per capita per year as wheat requirement for Pakistan (Niaz, 2008). The gross national requirement is calculated keeping in mind the per capita need. For the year 2007-2008, 24.10 million tons of wheat was estimated as national requirement. It included not only the human consumption, but also seeds requirement, wastages and a million for the security reserves. The production estimate which was forecasted to be 23 million tons for the said period turned out to be 20-21 million tons (ibid). Experts are of the opinion that firstly the shortfall in wheat production, secondly the exports allowed without knowing the correct position of the crop size and thirdly price hike in the international market which encouraged hoarding and smuggling, have played a role in the shortage of wheat in the domestic market (MFA as cited in Niaz 2008 and various media reports). 

To understand the shortfall in the production it is important to high-light that in the gross-domestic product of Pakistan, agriculture production used to contribute 42% in 1970-1980, which is now down to 21% (Khan, 2008). The growth of agriculture sector is 2.5%, even less than the annual population growth (ibid). Diversion towards cash crops, migration to cities, age-old agriculture practices, division of land among families and shortage of water are categorized as few reasons by the experts for the decrease in agriculture productivity in Pakistan (Khalil, 2007). Along with the ones mentioned above, Khan (2008) and Niaz (2008) believe that the picture of agriculture research is also quite bleak in Pakistan and is contributing immensely towards the agriculture output. Seed of wheat which 90% of farmers use now was introduced in 1992, since then no headway in this department. Same is the case with rice seed which was introduced in 1994. 

Many believe that smuggling and hoarding of wheat was an outcome of the increasing difference in wheat prices in the region. In the international market, wheat prices range from US$ 500 to US$ 600 per metric ton while in Pakistan prices are below US$ 300. This difference is great and traders do not hesitate to sell their stocks to buyers willing to pay higher prices, whether this is done legally or illegally. Hoarders and the wheat smugglers are very active, especially in smuggling wheat to neighboring countries, particularly Afghanistan via land routes through Quetta and Peshawar. Along with this, the ongoing political situation has also played a negative role
. To control the situation government has increased the support price of wheat in the domestic market.  In the wake of increase in the wheat price -  ‘the urban consumers want the support price lowered so that they spend less on buying bread; and the farming sector that looks at the imported wheat and complains about the price differential and wants prices raised’(Niaz, 2008). 

Experts and researchers at the NWFP Agricultural University Peshawar (Shah, 2008) are of the opinion that the food crisis reflects the lack of planning on the part of the government and food inflation in the country is something to be worried about. Please note that various sources explored during the course of this work have showed that Pakistan has a history to exporting wheat when there was need at home and also importing when the in-house production was sufficient (Khalil 2007 and various news items). In the Pakistani context the import/export of food items has more political underlining as compared to supply and demand and many actors i.e. politicians, administration, businessmen, hoarders etc are involved, who strive hard to protect their interests. As mentioned above also for the year 2007-8, the estimate of wheat production by the government was not what they forecasted. Import of wheat is finally in the process. 

Access to food supplies which is the 2nd pillar of food security, refers to the ‘ability of a household to procure, through income, production and/ or transfer, adequate food supplies on a continuing basis, even when the household is faced with situation of unpredictable stress, shocks or crises’ (WB, 1986). This total command may be called ‘households entitlement to food’ (Sen, 1981). Entitlement towards food means enough resources to buy food (economic aspect) and distribution of food throughout the country so that each household can easily purchase the required food (physical dimensions) (Khalil, 2007). Various political, social, economic and cultural factors form an environment for people to have access towards food. These factors relate to diversified fields of activities including agriculture, macro and micro economics, social and cultural set-up, education, political setup, healthcare, national and international cooperation, ecological constraints, and internal conflicts in any society. There are two very important things in economic access to food, firstly the factors mentioned above may not be the only factors and secondly they don’t evolve overnight, rather they are generated by different social, economic, political and cultural processes over decades (Khali, 2007 and Niaz 2008). The research by WFP and SDPI,  in 2003 has shown that in Pakistan income inequality factors especially land and access to opportunities such as education, employment have lead to wide range of disparities and have adversely affected the access to food. Please also refer to Table No. 1, which shows the number of food insecure districts in Pakistan. Please note that access to food is a function of different processes and to exactly pinpoint or layout the map of factors which affected the access of food in the current food crisis in Pakistan, is something which is beyond the scope of this work. 

To counter the access situation in the current food insecurity situation, government took some short-term measures which included banning of inter-provincial of certain food commodities from one province to the other, and even restricting the inter-district movements and support prices (subsidies for essential food items)
. As mentioned in the Table No. 3 that production of food, especially wheat is not uniform in the country and there are are districts which are extremely vulnerable. The banning of food items especially wheat among provinces and districts, ‘not only badly limited supplies to the deficient area but also helped the prices to escalate (Niaz, 2008). Though using the government run utility stores to give subsidy rate (five basic food commodities including flour, ghee, cooking oil, sugar, rice and pulses) on February 9th was the step in a right direction, it had its own limitations. Firstly the facility (utility stores) is not available all over Pakistan and secondly their were incidents which created mis-trust between the officials and buyer. For-example there were reports from Karachi that buyers had to buy certain non-essential items worth worth Rs. 200 to buy one kg of oil (which resulted into law and order incidents)
. 

What writer has observed from the analysis of different secondary materials is the inability to manage the food markets and it is something which adds to the food inflation in Pakistan. In the last three years we have seen two such incidents, once in sugar and recently, with far greater severity, with wheat. The lack of political will to clamp down on hoarders is something which have exuberated the situation twice. Please also note the vested interests in these sectors are well represented in all the political contours of the country.

Asian Development Bank (Dawn, 2008) has called for ‘prudent macroeconomic management’ along with targeted income support to protect food entitlements and livelihoods of the most vulnerable. Overseas Development Institute (ODI, 2008) is of the opinion that to off-set the effects of food insecurity in the developing countries government can go for a) compensating transfers (cash or vouchers) and control of food prices, b) Schemes to raise income through public works and c) food price subsidies. ODI also adds that all three measures listed above do have their counter effects and there is need to tailor them according to the context.  

UN(2008) is of the opinion that since Pakistan is agriculture based economy, measures like improvement of agriculture equipment, subsidizes for fertilizers and equipment and improvement in the irrigation system can help in controlling the current situation. Various other suggestions (Niaz, 2008) have also come forward which include a) agriculture friendly policy, b)improvement in data collection for crop production and demand projection, c) measures to enhance productivity of crop by subsidizing fertilizers and other equipment, d) strengthening credit facilities, innovation in research and development, e) food grain storage capacity needs to be enlarged and f) investment in agriculture sector. Please note that the solutions mentioned above will bore results but the fruits are expected in the medium to high run. 

So in the light of the current food crisis, what should be the way forward for Pakistan especially in the short-run? For the short-run experts are suggesting import of wheat, control price of essential food items, availability of essential food items across the country, food at subsidies rate, free food for poor families, food for work programs, monthly cash grants etc. 
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� This paper is complied with the help of secondary sources and media items appearing in the local media.  Please find references in the end. 


� Author has used Daily Times, Nations, Dawn and The New - leading English newspapers of Pakistan as a source here. Please note that the newspapers of the last four months were analyzed.  





� For Table No. 1, WFP has picked latest data of the Household Integrated Economic Survey (HIES) 2005-6. HIES Survey was conducted by the Federal Bureau of Statistics.


� According to WFP/WHO recoginzed nutritional standards, a minimum of 2350 calroies per person per day is required.


� Various news items.


� Various media reports.


� Various media report
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