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This paper describes the major institutional weaknesses in global nutrition and presents two 
recommendations to address the joint problems of incoherence, lack of institutional leaders, and 
persistent underfunding.  First, within the domain of global health—where a significant part of the 
programmatic response rests—current and potential funding agencies at the international level 
could create a shared set of principles that lay out expectations for the coordination, coherence, 
and collaboration among institutions that currently do or might receive funding for global nutrition 
programs.  Funders could collaborate to create a strong incentive for UN agencies, the World Bank, 
privately funded initiatives, and others to work together to fulfill key functions, including norm-setting, 
advocacy, scientific inquiry, program and technical support, capacity-building, and implementation 
at the national level.  A second priority is for leaders in UN agencies to act on specific opportunities 
to elevate the agenda of nutrition security within the work of the UN System High-Level Task Force 
for the Global Food Security Crisis, which is stimulating and coordinating a response among the UN 
system and international financial institutions.
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SUMMARY 

This paper describes the major institutional obstacles to rapid progress and expanded financial 

support for international nutrition policies and programs, with primary but not exclusive focus on 

those that are linked to the health sector.  The work was motivated by the series of articles on 

maternal and child undernutrition in The Lancet in 2008, which brought into stark relief the 

health consequences of undernutrition and described a dysfunctional international “architecture.”  

We interviewed a number of key stakeholders and thinkers in the field of global nutrition, 

articulated the major institutional weaknesses, and developed a set of recommendations about 

how to address the joint problems of incoherence, persistent underfunding, and lack of 

institutional leaders, 

 

No path forward is without risk of failure, but after broad consultation around an earlier draft of 

this paper we believe that two sets of actions hold promise.  First, within the domain of global 

health—where a significant piece of the programmatic response rests—current and potential 

funding agencies at the international level could create a shared set of principles that lay out 

expectations for the coordination, coherence, and collaboration among institutions that currently 

do or might receive funding for global nutrition programs.  By clearly stating the desired 

characteristics of the institutional arrangements, funders could create a strong incentive for UN 

agencies, the World Bank, privately funded initiatives, and others active in the field to work 

together to fulfill key functions, including, for example, norm-setting, advocacy, scientific 

inquiry, capacity-building, program and technical support, and implementation at national levels. 

 

Second, outside of the health sector per se, opportunities could be systematically sought to give 

greater emphasis to “nutrition security” within the several ongoing activities focused on food 

security and international agriculture.  A priority is to foster a connection between the nutrition 

agenda and the work of the UN System High-Level Task Force (HLTF) for the Global Food 
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Step 4—Senior management from across the funding agencies meet to discuss and 

endorse the framework elements or principles, along with a plan for monitoring and 

enforcement at country and global levels. 

 

Step 5—The framework elements or principles are discussed with the senior 

management of implementing and technical agencies. 

 

In some sense, this is a heavy-handed approach.  It could be interpreted as funders 

collectively imposing their will on organizations now badly in need of additional 

resources to undertake vital work in support of developing countries.  However, there is a 

widely felt and intensifying sense that the current institutional arrangements are so badly 

lacking in coherence and effectiveness that a dramatic step may be warranted.  Simply 

the exercise of determining whether it is possible to establish a common set of 

expectations among current and potential funders would help to reveal the extent to 

which the incoherence is a function of the funding priorities themselves. 

 

2. Explore opportunities for establishing nutrition as a priority with the UN System High-

Level Task Force on the Global Food Security Crisis.  Motivated by the urgency of 

addressing the food price crisis and in response to high-level statements by the G-8, the 

UN Chief Executives Board established the UN System High-Level Task Force on the 

Global Food Security Crisis (HLTF) to coordinate activities among UN agencies and the 

international financial institutions.  Over the course of a year, the HLTF has been active 

in developing a Comprehensive Framework for Action and initiating implementation, 

involving both short- term and long-term tracks.  While there is only modest attention to 

nutrition (food quality and use) issues within the HLTF program of work and reporting to 

date, the potential—and probably the openness—exists to integrate nutrition-related 

concerns in a more prominent way. In addition, outside of the health sector per se, we 

recommend that opportunities be systematically sought to give greater emphasis to 

“nutrition security” within the several on-going activities focused on food security and 

international agriculture.  A priority is to foster a connection between the nutrition agenda 

and the work of the UN System High Level Task Force for the Global Security Crisis, 
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which is stimulating and coordinating actions among the UN system and international 

financial institutions.   

 

Opportunities within the HLTF program of work include ensuring that technical support 

on nutrition is made available to countries to better measure, report on, and develop 

programmatic responses to acute problems of undernutrition linked to high food prices; 

promoting the concept that investments intended to increase productivity of smallholder 

farmers should also be used to increase the quality of foods, for example through 

biofortified crops; and by expanding efforts to establish the global Partnership for Food 

Security to encompass a vision of a global Partnership for Food and Nutrition Security.  

These ideas could be refined and augmented through consultation with the HLTF 

Secretariat.  Funders seeking to build a strong bridge between nutrition and the 

agricultural sector could explore ways to provide incremental resources to the Secretariat 

to support this type of integration. 

  

CONCLUSION 

 

This paper is a modest effort to summarize diverse views about the strengths, weaknesses, and 

opportunities for improvement of the international nutrition community.  Leaders in the sector 

are invited to consider whether this represents a fair assessment of the current complement of 

international organizations working on nutrition-related issues, and whether the actions outlined 

would be likely to close the gap between the current reality and the ideal vision of greater policy 

visibility, better coordination, effective technical support, and significantly more financial 

resources.  We hope that this paper contributes to a dialogue about these recommendations (or 

others that have been proposed) to unify the community into a coherent way forward. 
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8. Marcia Griffiths, Manoff Group  
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12. Lawrence Kent, Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation 
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14. Marti van Liere, Unilever  

15. Rahul Malhotra, UK Department for International Development 
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21. David Pelletier, Cornell University 

22. Michael O’Donnell, Save the Children, UK 

23. Gretel Pelto, Cornell University 

24. Ellen Piwoz, Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation 
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25. Juan A. Rivera, Center for Research in Nutrition and Health, National Institute of Public 

Health, Mexico 

26. Shireen Khan, PepsiCo 

27. Werner Schultink, UNICEF  

28. Meera Shekar, World Bank 

29. Louise Sserunjogi, GAIN 

30. Roy Steiner, Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation 

31. Toby Stillman, Save the Children, US 
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33. Ricardo Uauy, IUNS, Professor of PH/Nutrition, London School of Hygiene and Tropical 

Medicine; SCN Working Group Chair 
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Annex 2  

 
Table 1.  Illustrative Organizations Active in International Nutrition 

Category Organization Key Role(s) Related to Nutrition 

 

Multilateral Agencies 

 UNICEF Program implementation focused on maternal and child health, 

norms and standard setting. Focus on nutrition security, 

micronutrients, breastfeeding, and emergency response.  

 United Nations 

Standing 

Committee on 

Nutrition (SCN) 

Network of food and nutrition professionals.  Promotes cooperation 

among UN agencies and partner organizations, including NGOs, in 

support of community, national, regional, and international efforts to 

end malnutrition. 

 

 World Bank Project and sector financing to countries with loans on near-

commercial and soft terms.  Supports government implementation of 

projects and policy reforms with technical assistance from WB staff 

and consultants. 

 World Food 

Programme 

(WFP) 

Implementation of emergency response/food aid. Provides logistics 

and support through development programs.  Operates school 

feeding programs. 

 World Health 

Organization 

(WHO) 

Sets standards, and establishes policies and programs. Biomedical / 

public health focus on reduction of micronutrient malnutrition, 

growth assessment and surveillance. 

Bilateral Agencies 

 Canadian 

International 

Development 

Agency (CIDA) 

Donor with focus on micronutrient and other technical interventions, 

i.e. vitamin A programming and iodine. 

 United States 

Agency for 

International 

Development 

(USAID) 

Largest bilateral donor; focus on targeted maternal and child health 

projects, micronutrient interventions. 

Non-Governmental Organizations 

 Academy for Short-term technical assistance, product research and marketing. 
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International 

Development 

 CARE Technical support. Focus on the delivery of food commodities and 

resources during emergencies.  

 Global Alliance 

for Improved 

Nutrition 

Support public-private partnerships to address micronutrient 

deficiencies.  

 Helen Keller 

International 

Intervention delivery; research, and advocacy functions. Focus on 

nutrition, child survival, and eye health.  

 Manoff Group Intervention delivery, communications and behavior centered 

programming. 

 Micronutrient 

Initiative 

Intervention delivery and research. Focus on micronutrient and 

vitamin deficiencies, vitamin A supplements, fortification. 

 PATH Development of new diagnostics for micronutrient deficiencies; 

innovation in biofortified foods 

 

 

 

 

Category Organization Key Role(s) Related to Nutrition 

 

Universities and research institutions 

 Consultative 

Group on 

International 

Agricultural 

Research 

(CGIAR) 

Research; alliance of members, partners and 15 international 

agricultural centers. Focus on food security. 

 Cornell 

University 

Training and research, including basic science, community nutrition, 

policy development. 

 Instituto de 

Investigación 

Nutricional  

(Lima, Peru) 

Research and program implementation, teaching and training 

services in health and nutrition. Focus on community health in Peru. 

 International 

Center for 

Tropical 

Development of biofortified foods. 
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Agriculture 

(CIAT) 

 International 

Food Policy 

Research 

Institute (IFPRI) 

Scientific research and related activities; supported by CGIAR; focus 

on food security and poverty reduction.  Implementing HarvestPlus. 

 Johns Hopkins 

University 

Bloomberg 

School of Public 

Health 

Research and training in public health nutrition. 

 London School 

of Hygiene and 

Tropical 

Medicine 

Research and training in public health nutrition. 

 Mahidol 

University, 

Thailand 

Research and policy analysis, training, and consultation. 

Private Sector 

 Danone Grameen Danone partnerships to promote local entrepreneurship in 

nutrition. 

 Unilever Partnership with WFP to improve the nutrition and health of poor 

school-aged children. 

Philanthropies 

 Bill & Melinda 

Gates 

Foundation 

Focus on reducing micronutrient deficiencies and undernutrition in 

vulnerable groups, particularly women & children < 2 years through 

Global Health program; Global Development program includes 

grantmaking to increase quantity and quality of staple foods. 

 

 Children’s 

Investment Fund 

Emerging emphasis on nutrition and food security as part of long-

term development programs. 


