
 

 

 

Nutrition Sensitive Pacific Food Systems Forum 

2 October 2019, Apia Samoa 
 
 

Background 
 

The Pacific is in crisis. Amongst the top ten most obese countries in the world, seven are from the 
Pacific, and of the ten countries with the highest prevalence of diabetes, seven are Pacific Small 
Island Developing States (SIDS). Non-communicable diseases (NCDs) now represent the leading 
cause of death and morbidity in most Pacific SIDS.  
 
At the same time, undernutrition, including stunting, wasting, low birth weight, and micronutrient 
deficiencies, remains a serious concern in many Pacific SIDS, particularly among specific, 
vulnerable population groups, including women of reproductive age and children less than five 
years of age. Almost one-third of the children under five in the Solomon Islands and Vanuatu, are 
stunted. On average, over 40 percent of children under five and over 30 percent of women of 
reproductive age suffer from anemia. As a result, Pacific SIDS face a “triple burden” of 
malnutrition, in which persistent undernutrition and micronutrient deficiencies coexist with a 
growing burden of obesity and related NCDs.  
 
This triple burden of malnutrition has considerable health, economic and social costs. The costs of 
managing and treating obesity and associated NCDs for example are already a significant drain on 
the resources of Pacific Island countries, and expected to rise exponentially. Public expenditure on 
health as a percentage of GDP is much higher among Pacific SIDS than the global average for lower-
middle income countries, with expenditure on treating and managing NCDs exceeding more than 
50 percent of the health budget for many countries. By 2040, it is estimated that mortalities due 
to cardiovascular disease and diabetes alone will have reduced the labour force of Pacific SIDS by 
6 to 20 percent.  
 
The Pacific has experienced a dietary transition away from traditional staple crops towards 
imported cereal-based products (white rice, wheat flour, white bread) that are lower in essential 
micronutrients such as vitamin A and iron; as well as processed, energy-dense foods high in salt, 
sugar and fat.  This dietary transition, alongside declining levels of work and travel-related physical 
activity, has been the driving force behind the rapid rise in overweight, obesity and associated 
NCDs. 
 
To address the triple burden of malnutrition, food systems in the region need to be transformed 
to provide adequate, safe, diversified and nutritious food that contribute to healthy diets.  As 
defined by the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO), food systems  



 

 

 
“encompass the entire range of activities involved in the production, processing, marketing, 
consumption and disposal of goods that originate from agriculture, forestry or fisheries, 
including the inputs needed and the outputs generated at each of these steps. Food systems also 
involve the people and institutions that initiate or inhibit change in the system as well as the 
sociopolitical, economic and technological environment in which these activities take place”1.  
 
The concept of a food system encompasses the notion of a system, which implies that the 
component parts work together and are in a dynamic relationship with one another, as shown in 
Figure 1 below. The stages of the food system, along with their drivers and actors, do not exist in 
isolation, but interact with one another and other systems, such as health, energy, water and 
transportation systems. This dynamic relationship is the underlying rationale for addressing 
healthy diets and good nutrition through a food systems approach: changing one part of the 
food system can help shift the whole system towards better supporting healthy diets and 
improving nutrition, which ultimately means it is easier for the population to access and maintain 
a healthy diet. However, changing one aspect of the food system can also result in unintended or 
unexpected consequences to other parts of the system, and these trade-offs need to be 
considered in food systems diagnosis and analysis for policy-making.  
 

 
 
FIGURE 1: Framework of the Food System for Food Security and Nutrition2  

 

                                                           
1 FAO.2013. Climate-Smart Agriculture Source Book. Rome 
2 HLPE. 2017. Nutrition and Food Systems. A Report by the High Level Panel of Experts on Food Security and Nutrition 
of the Committee on World Food Security. Rome 



 

 

 
Every aspect of the food system can influence the availability, quality and accessibility of diverse, 
safe and nutritious foods and thus the ability of consumers to opt for healthy diets and develop 
healthy eating habits at all stages of their life. Despite this dynamic relationship between food 
systems and diets, agriculture, food and dietary policies are rarely designed in concert. 
Agricultural production policies do not typically incorporate a nutrition perspective. Likewise, 
nutrition policies typically do not incorporate the status and potential limitations of the food 
system. The need to bring together key partners working in different sectors, such as health and 
agriculture, is essential for any systems consideration.  
 
In the S.A.M.O.A Pathway outcome statement SIDS leaders called for accelerated action to 
improve food and nutritional security by addressing the triple burden of malnutrition. In 
response, a Global Action Programme on Food Security and Nutrition in Small Island Developing 
States (GAP) was developed through a consultative process at the global and regional levels to 
provide a coordination framework for action. The SIDS agreed on key pillars to: create enabling 
environments for food security and nutrition; promote sustainable, resilient nutrition-sensitive 
food systems; and empower people and communities for improved food security and nutrition. 
 
In addressing the pillars of the GAP, FAO and partners propose to organize in late 2020 a high 
level symposium of all partners involved in promoting nutrition-sensitive food systems, to 
accelerate progress to address the malnutrition challenges in the region. The event will include 
distinguished decision makers, practitioners, and other stakeholders to share experiences and 
lessons learned from around the world on food system transformation for reducing hunger and 
undernutrition. The symposium aims to explore opportunities for scaling up action and 
stimulating innovations that can disrupt business-as-usual to build further momentum and 
accelerate progress. The Nutrition Sensitive Pacific Food Systems Forum planned during the 
Pacific Week of Agriculture will be the first planning step for the upcoming 2020 Symposium.  
 
 

The event: Nutrition Sensitive Pacific Food Systems Forum 
 
The Nutrition Sensitive Pacific Food Systems Forum aims to create awareness on the issue of 
nutrition being integral to policy, government planning and associated interventions and intends 
to provide guidance from countries on focus areas for a High Level Symposium on Nutrition and 
Food Systems in the region in 2020.  
 
The forum will be a half a day event that will take place as an official event of the 2nd biennial 
Pacific Week of Agriculture on 2 October 2019. Partners and stakeholders from the relevant 
sectors will be invited to attend, including key decision makers and stakeholders in the 
agriculture sector with invitees from the health sector.  
 
 
 
 



 

 

 
Specific objectives are that by the end of the forum, the participants will have:  

 

 Developed a better understanding of the local food and nutrition situation including gaps 

and lessons learnt and the linkages between nutrition, food security, agriculture and food 

systems and the surrounding challenges and best practices 

 Shared knowledge and experiences on integrating nutrition in food security and agriculture 

policies and programmes in the Pacific context and internationally  

 Awareness about the role of different stakeholders from the agriculture sector to improve 

nutrition, how can they integrate it into their work and how the impact of this work could 

be enhanced through appropriate linkages with other relevant stakeholders 

 Gauge consensus for a High Level Symposium on Nutrition and Food Systems in the region 

and agree on initial priority areas of focus for partners to work towards and develop in time 

for the Symposium.  

 

 
 
 


