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“Global food security and opportunities to improve nutrition” 
 
Abstract 
The world food price rises of 2008 led to increased awareness of the myriad of factors affecting  
the cost and supply of major food commodities and predicted greater risk of global food 
insecurity for the mid part of the 21st  than had existed over the latter of the 20th century. The co-
incidence of many factors- low stocks of food crops and failed harvests in the short term and 
impacts of climate change, rising world temperatures and population growth in the longer term, 
were described as a ‘perfect storm’ that would impair our future ability to provide sufficient food 
in many parts of the world. Best estimates predicted that by 2030 world food production would 
need to increase by 50% to meet the increasing demand for food posed by population growth in 
far eastern countries. 
 
Recognition that intensive agricultural production systems contribute to the problems of climate 
change due to their dependence upon intensive use of water, oil and fertilisers, has stimulated 
UK research into alternative production systems that have less damaging impacts on the 
environment. For the most part, sustainable intensification research has focused on approaches 
which will maintain or increase the yield of energy dense commodities but with lower inputs, or 
that will minimise adverse effects of ruminant meat and dairy production on green-house gas 
emissions; other approaches include greater reliance on non-ruminant sources of animal protein 
such as poultry or insects. Whilst this approach can be justified on the basis of reluctance of 
people to make significant changes in their diets, there is little evidence that the UK population 
is deficient in energy or protein, apart from the elderly where the problem relates to inability to 
eat. Some studies are beginning to investigate production systems for sustainable, healthy 
diets, but for the most part, agriculture research is not well aligned with current dietary advice 
for prevention of obesity and associated ill health. 
 
It is also the case that public health advice for prevention of obesity tends to focus on energy 
restriction or increased physical activity. Whilst this is an entirely justified approach to reduce 
the number of people who are overweight or obese it gives less attention to other aspects of the 
diet which may attenuate the adverse health consequences of excess weight gain. Studies that 
have assessed overall diet quality using scoring systems which weight foods such as fruits and 
vegetables, high fibre foods, oily fish and unsaturated oils more highly, have repeatedly shown 
reduced risk and rates of mortality  for the major costly chronic diseases, including in overweight 
and obese populations. 
  
This presentation considers whether a more holistic, integrated approach is needed to the 
challenge of obesity and associated ill health, which integrates agriculture research more 
closely with the findings and overall direction of diet and health research. Research into the 
mechanisms underlying the benefits of healthy dietary profiles and foods would help delineate 
the components of foods that support health, thereby providing a direction and focus for future 
breeding and agricultural production systems more closely aligned with human health needs.  


