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Learning outcomes
• Demonstrate knowledge and understanding of 

food poverty as a global issue.
• Demonstrate knowledge and understanding of 

food poverty as a local and national issue.

Course content
According to Safe Food, food poverty is defined as 
the inability to access a nutritionally adequate diet.
www.safefood.eu

The World Food Programme (WFP) claims that 
“there is enough food to feed the entire global 
population of 7 billion people. And yet one 
person in eight on the planet goes hungry.”
(WFP-What Causes Hunger?)

Food poverty as a global issue
“In developing countries an unhealthy diet is 
often a direct result of high or rising food prices. 
The most nutritious foods such as meat, fish, fruit 
and vegetables are cut out in favour of cereals and 
grains which are more affordable but offer fewer 
nutrients.” www.foodsecurity.ac.uk

According to the Food and Agricultural Organisation 
(FAO) “almost 1 billion people suffer from chronic 
hunger and almost 2 billion are under or over-
nourished. Approximately 5 million children die 
each year because of poor nutrition. Of the world’s 
hungry people, 98% live in developing countries. 
FAO statistics confirm that the world produces 
enough food to feed the 7 billion people living today, 
and even the estimated 9–10 billion population in 
2050, despite this for the 2 billion people making 
less than $2 a day-most can’t afford to buy food.”
(Hilal Elver – Un Special Rapporteur on the Right to 
Food in www.theguardian.com)

Food Poverty

https://www.wfp.org/stories/what-causes-hunger
http://www.theguardian.com
http://www.theguardian.com
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According to WFP there are six reasons why food 
poverty exists in the world.

1. Poverty trap 
People living in poverty cannot afford nutritious 
foods, often condemning them to a life of poverty 
and hunger. In developing countries farmers often 
cannot afford seeds, so they cannot plant crops that 
would provide food for their families. Some have no 
land, or water or education. In short, the poor are 
hungry and their hunger traps them in poverty.

2. Lack of investment in agriculture 
Too many developing countries lack key 
agricultural infrastructure, such as roads, 
warehouses and irrigation. The results are high 
transport costs, a lack of storage facilities and 
unreliable water supplies. All conspire to limit 
agricultural yields and access to food.

3. Climate and weather 
Natural disasters such as floods, tropical storms 
and long periods of drought are on the increase, 
with calamitous consequences for the hungry poor 
in developing countries. Drought is one of the most 
common causes of food shortages in the world. In 
many countries climate change is exacerbating 
already adverse natural conditions. Increasingly, 
the world’s fertile land is under threat from erosion, 
salination and desertification.

4. War and displacement
Across the globe conflict consistently affects 
farming and food production. Fighting also forces 
millions of people to flee their homes, leading to 
hunger emergencies. In war, fields are often mined 
and water wells contaminated forcing farmers to 
abandon their land.

5. Unstable markets
In recent years the price of food has been very 
unstable. Roller coaster food prices make it difficult 
for the poorest people to access nutritious food 
consistently. Price spikes may temporarily put 
food out of reach. When prices rise people shift to 
cheaper, less-nutritious foods, heightening the 
risks of micronutrient deficiencies and other forms 
of malnutrition.

6. Food wastage 
One third of all food produced is never consumed. 
Food wastage represents a missed opportunity 
to improve global food security in a world where 
“one in eight is hungry”. Producing this food also 
uses up precious natural resources. Each year the 

food that is produced, but not eaten “guzzles up a 
volume of water equivalent to the annual flow of 
Russia’s Volga River”. Producing this food also “adds 
to 3.3 billion tonnes of greenhouse gases to the 
atmosphere”, with consequences for the climate 
and ultimately for food production. (The World Food 
Programme – What Causes Hunger?) 

Food poverty as a local and 
national issue
According to Safe Food, “food poverty is a 
significant issue for many people on the island 
of Ireland”. Although the cost of healthy food is a 
major factor, the inability to access a healthy diet 
is a complex issue that incorporates education, 
transport, literacy, culture and environmental 
planning. Food poverty is yet another outcome 
of broader determinants of health, such as poor 
housing, social exclusion and high crime.

Millions of families across the UK are living below 
the breadline (Cooper, Purcell and Jackson, 2014 
‘Below the Breadline’). Oxfam and Church Action 
on Poverty have calculated that 20,247,042 meals 
were given to people in food poverty in 2013/2014, 
a 54% increase on 2012/2013. More than half a 
million children in the UK are now living in families 
who are unable to provide a minimally acceptable 
diet. Despite their best efforts many people 
cannot earn enough to live on. UK food prices have 
increased and food expenditure as a proportion of 
total household expenditure has continued to rise.

According to the Trussell Trust 1 in 5 people live in 
poverty in the UK. Many families hit a crisis and 
cannot afford to buy food. Rising food and fuel 
prices, static incomes, high unemployment and 
changes to benefits are causing many families 
to struggle to put food on the table (The Trussell 
Trust’s UK Food Bank Network).
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According to Save the Children, growing numbers of 
children are experiencing poverty year on year. Work 
no longer acts as a simple solution and over half the 
children growing up in poverty now live in working 
households. Wages in Northern Ireland (NI) lag 
behind the rest of the UK. Costs for necessities, such 
as fuel and childcare, are substantially higher in NI 
than other regions of the UK and reductions to social 
security are imminent. One quarter of low-income 
parents acknowledge that they buy the cheapest 
food possible, meaning that children living in poverty 
are less likely to eat fresh fruit and vegetables on 
a daily basis as it is often cheaper to buy ready 
prepared meals and tinned and processed foods. As 
a result children are more likely to suffer from short 
and long-term nutrition-related illnesses. (Save the 
Children: A Fair Start for Every Child).

In Northern Ireland what does food poverty 
actually mean? How does food poverty 
affect people?
Food poverty affects different people in different 
ways. For mothers it can mean going without food 
so that the children have enough to eat. For young 
single women it might mean surviving on toast for 
days so that bills can be paid or not being able to 
cook because the cooker is broken and there is no 
money to get it repaired. For many people living on 
edge-of-town housing estates, it means having no 

shops within easy walking distance, so that a large 
proportion of the food budget goes on transport. For 
some elderly people, it means not being able to buy 
healthy fruit and vegetables because they cannot 
manage to carry them home from the supermarket. 
For ethnic minority groups, it could mean adopting 
unhealthy eating habits because the foods 
traditionally cooked and eaten are not available. For 
many families on low incomes, it means ruthlessly 
budgeting every last penny to ensure that the bills 
can be paid and there is still enough money to 
feed the family. (Hungry for Change – Community 
Action to Tackle Food Poverty GCCNI)

“The fact that food poverty exists in our society 
is not only a matter for concern, it is also 
unacceptable in any modern, democratic society. 
Once again it is those who are most disadvantaged 
who suffer the most. We already understand 
the devastating impact hunger, poverty and 
anxiety can have on families. Universal access to 
healthy, affordable food should be the keystone of 
government food and nutrition policy, and a cross-
cutting commitment across a range of government 
departments and others to deliver a specific food 
poverty policy to eradicate this social injustice.”
(Food Poverty: an urgent and complex issue 
affecting Northern Ireland in www.aikenpr.com)

Discuss food poverty as a global issue.1

Revision Questions

According to the Trussell Trust 1 in 5 people in the UK live in poverty.
Discuss food poverty in light of this statement.

2

Briefly discuss the meaning of food poverty in Northern Ireland. 3

http://www.aikenpr.com
http://www.aikenpr.com

