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Bridging Nutrition and Agriculture
Local Food-livelihood Systems and 
Food Governance Integrating a Gender 
Perspective

by Stefanie Lemke and Anne C. Bellows, 
University of Hohenheim, Stuttgart1

Worldwide hunger is still increasing and there 
is an urgent need to address the structural 
causes of hunger and food insecurity, includ-
ing gender discrimination and power imbal-
ances. We review the shortcomings of the sep-
arated food security and nutrition security ap-
proaches, arguing that they need to be united 
in the context of local food systems and gover-
nance. Current measures to address malnutri-
tion and hunger are favoring paternalistic ap-
proaches that perpetuate aid, neediness and 
dependency. We suggest alternative frames 
that integrate food and nutrition security in 
a food systems and rights-based approach, 
namely through sustainable livelihoods and 
agro-ecology, and including a gender perspec-
tive that so far has been missing. We argue 
that this will ultimately be more cost-effective 
and sustainable, building capacity and auton-
omy of local food systems through local gov-
ernance approaches that foreground inclusive 
participation of all members of society.

1 Introduction

The 6th Report on the World Nutrition Situation 
by the “United Nations System Standing Com-
mittee on Nutrition” (UNSCN 2010) highlights 
the crucial role of the agricultural sector to ad-
dress food and nutrition problems, emphasizing 
that nutrition-friendly, sustainable agricultural 
development is key to improving food and nutri-
tion security. Investments in small-holder agricul-
ture, especially if targeted at women, can be im-
portant means of increasing both farm and rural 
non-farm household incomes. Besides higher ag-
ricultural productivity this refers for example to 
additional impacts such as increased demand by 
farmers for labor and locally produced goods and 
services, and lower commodity prices through a 
fall in staple food prices, with many rural house-
holds being net food buyers (Godfray et al. 2010; 
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FAO 2011, p. 43). There is further wide recogni-
tion that reducing gender disparities and empow-
ering women promotes better food and nutrition 
security for all (IFPRI 2005; IAASTD 2009).

The objective of this paper is to review the 
shortcomings of the separated food security and 
nutrition security approaches. We argue that this 
separation has lead to an impasse between food 
security that ought to be attained by increased 
production and trade, and nutrition security that 
should be achieved through aid- and trade-based 
nutritional supplements and medical interven-
tions. The realization of both of these forms of 
human security are conceptualized as products 
of trade, devoid of a relationship to local agri-
culture and with a presumption of the incapacity 
of local peoples to achieve autonomy and self-
determination. As nutrition security is most often 
associated with women and children, typically 
collapsed into the nexus of the maternal-infant 
life phase, the patronizing impetus to deliver ex-
ternal charitable nutrition “cures” (especially in 
non-emergency situations) reifies discrimination 
against women and impedes their active partici-
pation in food and nutrition security. We follow 
these arguments with alternative theoretical and 
practical frames that integrate food and nutri-
tion security in a food systems approach, namely 
through sustainable livelihoods and agro-ecolo-
gy, and including a gender perspective.

2 Diverging Concepts in Food and Nutrition 
Security

The concept of food security has been defined 
in numerous ways (cf. Maxwell, Frankenberger 
1992). On the international level, it was pro-
pelled forward in the 1948 Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights2, although the approach of hu-
man rights and food security did not really be-
gin to develop until the 1990s. Beginning in the 
1960s, food security evolved in largely economic 
delivery terms, referring to food supply relative 
to production, trade, marketing, stocks and re-
serves at global, regional and national levels. 
The macro-level approach gradually transformed 
and decentralized in the 1970s and 1980s toward, 
i.a., the concept of individual entitlements based 
on Sen (1981). As outlined by Maxwell (1996, p. 

155) three main shifts could be observed since 
the first World Food Conference in 1974: from 
the global and national level to the household 
and individual, from a food first perspective to 
a livelihood perspective, and from objective in-
dicators to subjective perceptions (cf. Bellows, 
Hamm 2003). The “Rome Declaration on World 
Food Security” (FAO 1996) renewed the focus 
of a human rights international treaty dimension 
to food security. Other critical stages in the de-
velopment of rights-based approaches were the 
adoption of the General Comment No. 12 on the 
right to food by the “Committee on Economic, 
Social and Cultural Rights” in 1999 that expand-
ed the language of the 1966 “International Cov-
enant of Economic, Social and Cultural Rights” 
(United Nations Sub-Commission on the Pro-
motion and Protection of Human Rights 1999; 
OHCHR 1996; cf. Bellows et al. 2011).

Food security is “a situation that exists 
if all people, at all times, have physical, social 
and economic access to adequate, safe and nu-
tritious food that meets their dietary needs and 
food preferences for an active and healthy life” 
(FAO 2002). While food insecurity is often, but 
not always, characterized by hunger, its principal 
meaning refers to the risk of people being hun-
gry (Kracht 1999, p. 55). This entails the ways 
in which food or the resources to access food are 
obtained (“social access”) and how available re-
sources are distributed in the household, refer-
ring to intra-household distribution, food con-
sumption and utilization.

The definition of “food security” has been 
criticized for its narrow focus on food and dis-
regard of nutrition- and health-related aspects, 
as food security is not identical with nutritional-
wellbeing. Decisive factors for nutritional status, 
besides access to adequate, safe and nutritious 
food, are access to and availability of health ser-
vices, a healthy environment and care for women 
and children, as is illustrated in the widely-used 
malnutrition framework developed by UNICEF 
(1990). Gross et al. highlight the two most com-
monly used concepts, namely food security as 
defined by FAO and the UNICEF malnutrition 
framework, that are significantly different in 
their approach: while the first emphasizes eco-
nomic issues with a central focus on food as a 
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commodity, the latter emphasizes a biological 
approach, with human beings as starting point 
(Gross et al. 2000). Although both frameworks 
promote an interdisciplinary and integrated ap-
proach to ensuring food and nutrition security, 
separation of food production from the chemis-
try of consumption remains the norm. Attempts 
to reflect the complexity of nutrition problems, 
including utilization of food and health-related 
and environmental aspects, have led to recom-
mended terms like “nutrition security” or “food 
and nutrition security” (Kracht 1999, pp. 55–56; 
Klennert 2009, p. 25).

In applied nutrition, a period of paradigm 
crisis can be identified since 2005, with currently 
two competing paradigms (Jonsson 2009):

 • The Investment in Nutrition Paradigm pro-
motes top-down approaches, delivery to ben-
eficiaries, “planning for”, charity, and priva-
tization of health and education services, 
reflecting overall an individualistic-oriented, 
free market ideology.

 • The Human Rights Approach to Nutrition 
Paradigm promotes a combination of both 
bottom-up and top-down approaches, building 
capacity for empowerment, ‘planning with’, 
limiting charity, and favoring health and edu-
cation services as a public good, aimed at en-
abling all social strata access to the same level 
and quality of services, reflecting a collective, 
public health and democratic ideology.

Jonsson concludes that the decision which of 
the two is likely to become the next mainstream 
paradigm will not be based on new scientific dis-
coveries but rather on power politics and ideol-
ogy (Jonsson 2009, p. 26). Arguments in favor of 
The Investment in Nutrition Paradigm are, i.a., 
its sound conceptual basis, support of the World 
Bank and associated likelihood of significant 
funding, and the avoidance of a structural analy-
sis and approach to malnutrition that could reveal 
social injustice and increase political instability. 
Arguments for The Human Rights Approach to 
Nutrition Paradigm are, i.a., the increased recog-
nition of economic and social rights, addressing 
impunity, corruption and social access to justice, 
and also evoking State obligations as duty bear-
ers who are accountable to rights holders’ claims.

3 Shortcomings of Agricultural Models and 
Nutrition Interventions 

Today it is generally acknowledged that in spite of 
all of the investment and claimed advancement of 
agricultural technology and production, food inse-
curity and hunger have increased (IAASTD 2009). 
A recent evaluation of FAO estimates on how to 
feed the world population observes that the narrow 
focus on increased production and supply coexists 
with persisting poverty and ongoing lack of ac-
cess to food (FAO 2009a, Grethe et al. 2011). The 
International Assessment of Agricultural Science, 
Knowledge and Technology for Development 
highlights, as main challenges, the increase of pro-
ductivity of agriculture in a sustainable manner 
and the needs of small-scale farms in diverse eco-
systems (IAASTD 2009). The report further calls 
for local knowledge and democratic participation 
in food policy broadly construed, human health, 
natural resource management, greater farmer in-
dependence vis-à-vis international industrial con-
cerns, and attention to women in agriculture.

These reports call for the inclusion and cen-
tralization of grassroots-based approaches that en-
able the possibility of addressing structural prob-
lems, including gender discrimination and power 
imbalances that perpetuate food insecurity and 
hunger. Among these, gender is not yet adequate-
ly addressed and integrated into the discussions, 
despite the crucial role of women for household 
food security (Kent 2002; IFPRI 2005; Quisumb-
ing, Smith 2007; Lemke et al. 2009). While both 
men and women farmers do not have access to 
adequate resources, female farmers in all regions 
have less ownership of land and livestock and less 
access to agricultural inputs, credit, education, 
extension and other services than do men, due to 
social norms (FAO 2011). Further, farm labour for 
women is often limited to part-time and seasonal 
work, and their wages are characteristically low-
er than those of men (FAO 2011; cf. The World 
Bank, FAO, IFAD 2009). According to a recent 
FAO report, women comprise on average 43 per-
cent of the agricultural labour force3 in developing 
countries, ranging from 20 percent in Latin Amer-
ica to on average 50 percent in Eastern Asia and 
sub-Saharan Africa (FAO 2011). Women in sub-
Saharan Africa have the highest average agricul-
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tural labour-force participation rates in the world, 
comprising over 60 percent in some countries. 
Further, in a number of countries the female share 
of the agricultural labor force has increased in re-
cent decades due to, i.a., military conflicts, HIV/
AIDS, and migration. The FAO report reiterates 
the call for policy interventions that close the gen-
der gap in agriculture and rural labor markets, by

1. eliminating discrimination against women 
with regard to access to resources,

2. creating enabling infrastructure and technolo-
gies to provide women with more time for 
productive activities, and

3. facilitating women’s participation in flexible, 
efficient, and fair rural labour markets (FAO 
2011, p. 5–6).

To overcome discrimination against women and 
to successfully implement gender mainstreaming 
programs, it will be necessary to also pay atten-
tion to men and men’s social roles and expecta-
tions of themselves and of women (cf. Bread for 
the World 2009; Quisumbing 2010).

Further, debates evolve around the ongo-
ing support of medicalized nutrition intervention 
models in food aid. The 2008 “Lancet Series on 
Maternal and Child Undernutrition” provoked 
civil society criticism and scientific debates.4 The 
Series rightly identified the abomination of nu-
trition-related maternal and child mortality rates, 
but without acknowledging the associated denial 
of basic human rights, i.a., to basic dignity and 
self-determination. The Series emphasized a need 
for short-term, private sector-lead nutrition strate-
gies with a focus on micro-nutrients and the mod-
eling, reconstruction, and medicalization of food 
instead of food-based systems and local, sustain-
able strategies involving the public and civil sec-
tors. Accordingly, the recent Scaling up Nutrition 
(SUN) initiative5 that was developed as a result 
of the Lancet Series favors a stronger influence 
of the private sector, to the detriment of more ho-
listic and locally-based approaches (Latham et al. 
2011). One important element of SUN is the large-
scale distribution of Ready-to-Use Supplemental 
Food (RUSF), high energy nutritional food sup-
plements based on cereals, legumes, or seeds for-
tified with vitamins and minerals, used to treat or 
prevent moderate to mild forms of malnutrition. 

We argue that global circulation of RUSF, as an 
example of a non-local food and nutrition “cure,” 
and increasingly even as a form of malnutrition 
prevention, is over-emphasized to the advantage 
of trade interests, but to the detriment of devel-
oping capacity and autonomy in community and 
national based food and nutrition systems.

The question becomes, whose interests are 
served by SUN and whose livelihoods enhanced. 
Public and business policy to adopt or promote 
industrially produced, internationally traded, and 
non-locally sourced or created RUSF inhibits lo-
cal sustainable solutions for food and nutrition 
security. These “measures” represent a paternal-
istic, “non-human-rights-based approach” that 
indicate a presumption of local incompetence and 
that accentuate aid, neediness and dependency. 
In contrast, approaches are needed that promote 
ownership, capacity, autonomy and self-determi-
nation of local food systems, as well as tangible 
outcomes such as improved food and nutrition 
security, job creation, and broad social networks. 
Food is not just about nutrients, but about live-
lihoods, value, culture, and many other aspects. 
As has been pointed out at a post-19th IUNS Nu-
trition Congress 2009 Symposium hosted by the 
“United Nations System Standing Committee on 
Nutrition” (UNSCN)6 the cost-effectiveness of 
supplementation (e.g. with Vitamin A or import-
ed, pre-processed complementary foods) requires 
investigation. Supplementation is designed to 
achieve a single effect, vs. food-based strategies 
that seek more diversified nutritional and other 
livelihood effects (e.g., of supporting local food 
systems and economies). Additionally, the eth-
ics of private-public partnerships associated with 
supplementation and linked to the undermining 
of local agriculture and diets, as well as to eco-
nomic dependencies, have to be questioned.

4 Bridging Nutrition and Agriculture: A Systems 
Approach and Local Food Governance

The “Sustainable Livelihoods Framework” as 
developed by the Department for International 
Development (DFID 1999) can serve as a theo-
retical framework and analytical tool to explore 
rural livelihoods and the closely connected issues 
of poverty, hunger and food insecurity. The initial 
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concept “Sustainable Livelihoods Approaches” 
(SLA) became increasingly central to the interna-
tional debate about development, poverty reduc-
tion, and environmental management in the 1990s 
(Scoones 2009). A livelihood “comprises the ca-
pabilities, assets (including both material and so-
cial resources) and activities required for a means 
of living. A livelihood is sustainable when it can 
cope with and recover from stresses and shocks, 
maintains or enhances its capabilities and assets, 
while not undermining the natural resource base” 
(Scoones 1998, p. 5).7 At the micro- and meso-
level, livelihood assets (physical, natural, finan-
cial, social and human capital) play an essential 
role for households to pursue their livelihood 
strategies and to strive for desired livelihood 
outcomes, largely influenced by institutional and 
policy structures at the national and provincial 
level, with these structures to a great extent deter-
mining the vulnerability context of people. Thus 
a sustainable livelihoods approach must address a 
full range of access to resources for insecure pop-
ulations, including access to social and political 
assets. While SLA has been criticized for not ad-
equately reflecting power relations, the initial ap-
proach presumed that an understanding of social 
relationships, their institutions and organizations 
and their embedded power dynamics is crucial to 
designing interventions which improve sustain-
able livelihood outcomes (Scoones 1998).

According to Scoones (2009), especially over 
the past decade, research and policy have shifted 
away from the contextual, transdisciplinary and 
cross-sectoral SLA-influenced perspective, back 
toward a predictable default to macro-economic 
analyses. In line with Scoones (2009) who calls 
for re-energizing livelihoods perspectives, we ar-
gue that SLA research continues to offer a valuable 
and holistic approach for an integrated analysis of 
complex and highly dynamic contexts. SLA is able 
to bridge academic and policy divides, particularly 
between the natural and social sciences, and to 
challenge single-sector development approaches; 
it emphasizes the importance of local knowledge 
and the inclusion of participatory research meth-
ods as a means to help to understand complex local 
realities and to facilitate engagement and learning 
between local people and outsiders. The limita-
tions of SLA, as with regard to power relations, 

can benefit from the integration of complementary 
tools and frameworks that more specifically ad-
dress these relationships. This is for example be-
ing applied in current research on food security 
and right to adequate food in the context of land 
reform in South Africa (Lemke 2010), exploring 
women’s empowerment by integrating the Sus-
tainable Livelihoods Framework with the Women 
Empowerment Framework (Kabeer 1999). It is 
further acknowledged that every exploration has 
to be adapted to the respective research context, 
creating high time and resource demands. Yet, 
SLA offers two advantages. First, it grapples with 
structural and underlying causes of food and nu-
trition security from the insights of those affected 
by insecurity. Secondly, in so doing, SLA can and 
should integrate its approach with rights-based 
research methods that foreground individual and 
local interpretation of realities and causes of food 
and nutrition insecurity, as well as needed changes 
for sustainable food systems, in the context of hu-
man rights claims (Eide, Kracht 2007).

Besides the need for a systems approach to 
overcome the agriculture-nutrition divide, local 
food governance approaches provide strategies 
to bridge this gap and to promote democratic 
participatory sovereignty over food systems that 
nourish communities. Based on the initiative of 
civil society groups, the concept of “food sover-
eignty” was introduced at the World Food Sum-
mit 1996, placing emphasis to the rights and spe-
cific needs of smallholder farmers and addressing 
core problems of hunger and poverty (Windfuhr, 
Jonsén 2005). Selected key principles of food 
sovereignty are as follows:

“… the right of peoples to healthy and culturally 
appropriate food produced through ecologically 
sound and sustainable methods, and their right 
to define their own food and agriculture systems 
[…] prioritizes local and national economies 
and markets [… and] implies new social rela-
tions free of oppression and inequality between 
men and women, peoples, racial groups, social 
and economic classes and generations”8.

Both food sovereignty and the human right to 
adequate food concentrate on access to produc-
tive resources to be able to feed oneself and one’s 
family, representing a much more active approach 
then the widely used concept of food security. 
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According to Windfuhr and Jonsén (2005), food 
sovereignty can thus be seen as a condition for 
genuine food security, and the right to adequate 
food as a political tool to achieve it. Further, and 
importantly, both food sovereignty and the right 
to adequate food foreground women and gender 
equality for achieving improved access to produc-
tive resources. Based on the initiative of civil soci-
ety organizations, FAO developed the “Voluntary 
Guidelines to support the progressive realization 
of the right to adequate food in the context of na-
tional food security” to encourage National States 
to develop a systematic evaluation approach 
through the development and inclusion of bench-
marks and indicators to monitor progress towards 
achieving the right to adequate food (FAO 2005; 
cf. Eide, Kracht 2005; Eide, Kracht 2007). These 
Voluntary Guidelines serve the additional purpose 
of providing civil society organizations the same 
tools for developing shadow reports that can con-
test or complement those of National States.

As with food sovereignty, “community food 
security” is rooted in civil society and cross-sec-
toral partnerships (public, private, and private 
non-profit) that leverage a “community voice” 
into traditional power structures to redefine food 
and nutrition needs, security, and local-based strat-
egies. The concept was introduced by Hamm and 
Bellows and is defined as “a condition in which all 
community residents obtain a safe, culturally ac-
ceptable, nutritionally adequate diet through a sus-
tainable food system that maximizes community 
self-reliance and social justice” (Hamm, Bellows 
2003, p. 37). Community food security developed 
in part from theories of food and economic democ-
racy (Koc et al. 1999) as well as the international 
human right to food (Bellows, Hamm 2003). Sim-
ilarly, Anderson (2008) introduced the concept of 
rights-based food systems (RBFS) and their con-
nection with more localized and sustainable agro-
ecological systems that contribute to awareness of 
the environmental and social costs of current food 
systems practices. Communities are understood as 
integrated into social fabric, not as isolated units 
and the goal of community food security is self-
determination, not economic dependency or even 
self-sufficiency. In some contexts, social protec-
tion remains necessary because not everyone can 
afford adequate food for a healthy life. Such pro-

grams, if properly designed, can help stimulate lo-
cal agriculture, for example by providing small-
holders with increased certainty about demand for 
their products (Godfray et al. 2010).

“Food Policy Councils” (FPCs) are a North 
American phenomenon of the last 20 years where-
in neighborhood food initiatives cooperate with 
diverse civic actors to develop policies for just, 
healthy food systems that serve local communities 
through a synergy of social and economic devel-
opment. Food Policy Councils convene citizens, 
civil society organizations, government officials, 
farmers, and other local private sector entrepre-
neurs for the purpose of providing a comprehen-
sive examination of a state or local food system. 
This unique, non-partisan form of civic engage-
ment brings together a diverse array of food sys-
tem stakeholders to develop food and agriculture 
policy recommendations.9 The approach relies on 
human relationships, as advanced in the concept 
of so-called “value-webs” (cf. Block et al. 2008). 
The emphasis on inclusive and balanced partici-
pation of actors in local, regional and community 
food systems suggests that FPCs may serve as a 
model for women’s participation in food and nu-
trition security approaches generally, and also as a 
model of relevance for other world regions.

5 Conclusion and Recommendations

The evaluation of agricultural production and nu-
trition intervention models highlights that we need 
alternative approaches. Grethe et al. (2011) em-
phasize that the focus should not be on increased 
food production, but suggest instead, i.a., to reduce 
post-harvest losses both in the developing and in-
dustrialized world; to lower meat consumption; 
and to use scarce resources more sustainably (cf. 
Schuftan 2010). In recognition of the limits of ex-
isting public (government, non-profit) and private 
sector (entrepreneurial, for profit) membership in 
bodies addressing world food and nutrition securi-
ty, the recently revised and reorganized “Commit-
tee on World Food Security” (CFS) now includes 
a structure and processes that mainstream civil 
society participation (private, non-profit) through 
permanent representation (FAO 2009b).10 We pro-
pose that development needs to engage approaches 
of building local self-reliance, community food 
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security, and local governance that foreground in-
clusive participation. Such approaches are perhaps 
slower and more expensive, but surely more cost-
effective. The following additional points apply:

 • A systems approach needs to begin from the 
perspective of local populations of women, 
men, and children regardless of a person’s life 
stage in the reproductive cycle and inclusive of 
their social locations (race, ethnicity, gender, 
income, etc.), in both public and private spaces.

 • A sustainable livelihood framework that links 
people, agro-ecologies, and viable economies 
should be applied to local food systems and 
governance.

 • A rights-based approach should be incorpo-
rated into local food systems and governance 
founded on the precept that all individuals 
have the right to participate in and define food 
and nutrition security strategies.

 • Local food systems and governance should be 
simultaneously linked to national and global 
food governance approaches, assuming they 
foreground grass-roots civil society interests.

 • The separation of food production and nutri-
tion objectives needs to be overcome.

 • The focus on women and children in the right 
to adequate food and nutrition needs to move 
beyond their portrayal as disempowered vic-
tims in a maternal-child and housebound state 
and requires a proactive approach to protect-
ing and centering women’s voices.

 • Chronic dependency on food aid and charity 
designed for emergencies must be avoided 
and overcome with a shifted goal on the de-
velopment of local systems that promote self-
determination.

Notes

1) We would like to thank the following people for 
valuable comments on earlier drafts of this paper: 
Flavio Valente, Veronika Scherbaum, Anna Jen-
deredjian, Ana María Suárez Franco and Roseane 
do Socorro Gonçalves Viana.

2) “Everyone has the right to a standard of living ade-
quate for the health and well-being of himself and of 
his family, including food.” (Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights, Art. 25(1); http://www.un.org/en/
documents/udhr/index.shtml – download 14.10.10).

3) According to FAO, the agricultural labour force 
includes people who are working or looking for 
work in formal or informal jobs and in paid or 
unpaid employment in agriculture (FAO 2011, p. 
7). That includes self-employed women as well as 
women working on family farms.

4) The Lancet Series on Maternal and Child Under-
nutrition No. 1–5, The Lancet, January 17, 2008.

5) See Bezanson, Isenman 2010 and Horton et al. 2010.
6) Annals of Nutrition and Metabolism, 2009, 55 

(Suppl. 1), pp. 1–761, Karger, http://www.karger.
com/anm.

7) For the initial definition of Sustainable Liveli-
hoods see Chambers and Conway (1992).

8) Available at http://www.foodsovereignty.org/FOOT-
ER/Highlights.aspx (download 19.7.11).

9) See http://www.statefoodpolicy.org/.
10) CFS members agreed to wide-ranging reforms to 

make the CFS the foremost inclusive international 
and intergovernmental platform dealing with food 
security and nutrition and to be a central compo-
nent in the evolving “Global Partnership for Agri-
culture, Food Security and Nutrition”.
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