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on Nutrition: An African Perspective

Richmond Aryeetey®

n Friday, April 1, 2016, the United Nations (UN)

General Assembly proclaimed 2016 to 2025 as a
decade of action on nutrition." Writing as an African
living and working in sub-Saharan Africa, where up to
11% of gross domestic product (GDP) is lost to
malnutrition’ and where malnutrition is declining
rather too slowly for anyone’s liking, this proclamation
really captured my attention. Another reason this is
significant for me and, I reckon, for many others is that
this year also marks the beginning of the Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs),? which articulate achieving
zero hunger and the even-more aspirational dream of
ending all forms of malnutrition by the year 2030. Later
this year in August in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, the
Nutrition for Growth Summit will also bring more
attention to efforts to eliminate malnutrition around
the world. Considering these and other events con-
gregating around such a short duration, it would appear
to an outside observer that the world is set for a
momentous delivery of something really big for
nutrition.

Excited as I am about how all the chips are falling in
place, a key question remains on my mind: Do we have
the key ingredients to deliver the goods, come 2025 or
2030? My mind goes back to 2008 when the Lancet
published the first series on maternal and child
nutrition, which subsequently triggered the formation
of the Scaling Up Nutrition (SUN) Movement.*> SUN
has become a collective global movement harnessing
capacities across governments, civil society, UN agen-
cies, donors, business, and researchers to improve
nutrition in countries with the highest burden and
vulnerability to malnutrition.®

Six years ago, when the SUN Movement was
established, many of us in the nutrition community
were caught up in the fever of the moment. We became
excitedly optimistic that we were finally going to make a
major dent in the malnutrition situation in the develop-
ing world, and especially in the so-called “high-burden”
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countries. Although there are signs of significant
progress being made through the movement, the
2015 Global Nutrition Report” points to a rather slow
rate of change as well as persistant gaps, including
insufficient financing and suboptimal country-level
capacity needed to address malnutrition at sufficient
scale.”® But we now have only a couple more years to
commemorate a decade of action for the SUN Move-
ment. And in sub-Saharan Africa in particular, we still
have a long way to go.

The UN General Assembly proclamation clearly
identifies the framework within which the malnutrition
situation could be addressed in the next 10 years.
However, in the particular case of Africa, I would like to
share a few thoughts on what I consider to be missing
in the soup, based on past experience. First is that
Africans must be at the forefront of the efforts to
address malnutrition in Africa. There is a lot of
investment already in nutrition in Africa. What is
missing is leadership by Africans to make the invest-
ment work for the African situation. Much more
progress would have been achieved already if African
governments had sufficiently prioritized nutrition and
made available sustained and adequate financial
commitment from their treasuries to address malnutri-
tion. This is especially needed when too many of the
countries that are off-course in meeting global nutrition
targets are in Africa. Such commitments should be
married to a strong process of ensuring accountability
for achievement of realistic but sufficiently ambitious
targets to address malnutrition in all its forms. Further,
African nutrition scientists must take leadership of the
evidence economy and generate policy options for
decision makers. As the saying goes, “It is never too
late to do the right thing.” The time has come to stop
having more of the usual situation in which the Global
North is driving the efforts to address malnutrition,
with Africans playing catch-up.

Second, we have spent much time on repeating
research to understand the determinants and charac-
teristics of malnutrition; in some cases, the research
agenda is driven from outside Africa and not designed
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to answer questions relevant to the African.”'® A
key gap waiting to be filled is for African

scientists to use systematic approaches to gen- 2.

erate policy options for decision making. A decade
is too short to do more of the same: analysis and
review of the nutrition situation. The available
resources will be best used in implementation of

existing, proven nutrition-specific and nutrition- 3.

sensitive technologies, including biofortification

of commonly consumed staples,'’ promoting
dietary diversity, multiple micronutrient supple- 4
mentation, and scaling up social safety net
programs for the most vulnerable in society.”'?
Despite our fears, we should not shy away from

the risk of failing. We can learn from our failures. 5
But even more importantly, we can still touch the

lives of those who do not show statistically
significant improvement.

Third, our governments must be pushed, 6.

through grassroots civic movements such as the
country SUN civil society networks and tradi-
tional and religious leadership, to invest more in 7
nutrition than they are currently doing. The
projected economic growth patterns in resource-
poor countries will be depleted quickly without
governments investing to consolidate the gains 8
that could be made.

Finally, more effort should be invested in

Africans must be
at the forefront of
efforts to address
malnutrition in
Africa.
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