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Summary 
 
This article reviews the conceptual bases of the food and nutrition security at family and 
community levels. Actions are also proposed that would have some effects in the 
promotion of the nutritional health of the population. The Central American experience 
related to the implementation of different activities for the Promotion of Food and 
Nutrition Security is especially interesting. 
 
Despite many efforts in the Latin American countries, health problems linked to an 
inadequate food and nutrition situation continue to be the ongoing cause for health 
service demand in the region. The nutrition problem is thus defined as a condition of 
food and nutrition insecurity; no longer focused as a problem of individuals but 
collective and multicausal in nature, therefore requiring intersectorial action. 
 
Security is based, primarily, on the promotion of permanent food availability, in 
adequate quantity, quality, and accessibility, that may continuously satisfy the needs of 
groups, families, and individuals. Additionally, the population must have access to basic 
products and services, especially food; they must possess knowledge about food, health, 
and nutrition that may contribute to healthy feeding practices, and, finally, be 
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surrounded by the optimal environmental conditions favoring an adequate health status. 
Furthermore, for food and nutrition security to be sustainable, sufficiency and stability of 
food availability and access, as well as food acceptability, consumption, and biological 
utilization must be sought in absolute harmony with nature.  
Food and Nutrition Security is achieved, therefore, within the framework of sustainable 
development, by food availability, access, consumption and biological utilization: each 
of these components, in isolation, is necessary but not sufficient to attain it.  
 
Food and nutrition insecurity is cumulative in nature, as the conditions present in each 
link of the chain affect food and nutrition security, independently of the previous link. 
Food may be available to 100% of the population, but there are cultural and social 
factors that affect food acceptability and consumption. These become additional 
obstacles to food and nutrition security. Food security is a necessary, yet not sufficient, 
condition to guarantee food and nutrition security. 
 
Food production, available stocks, and international trade patterns determine food 
availability at the national or local level. Ensuring food security involves a complex 
process of coordinated efforts in these areas as well as in accessing development aid 
(including food aid), all aimed at guaranteeing certain minimum levels of consumption 
for each individual and household—especially the most vulnerable. 
 
Food availability also depends on the proper functioning of markets at the international, 
national, and local levels. While the perspective of household food security is useful in 
understanding the impact of this range of complex issues on individual food security, 
the larger picture of global production and trade policies also must be kept in mind, as 
this forms the basis for sustainable improvements in household food security. 
 
Two important policy elements will support countries in achieving food and nutrition 
security: first, the administration of knowledge—accessible, relevant, democratic, and 
vital for the transformation of reality—and second, the mobilization of political-
technical will and knowhow and resources. These policies focus on the interplay 
between structural and conjectural factors, on their social repercussions, and on the 
contribution of nutrition to the improvement of human capital in developing countries. 
 
1. Introduction  
 
The last decade of the twentieth century was witness to a series of great transformations. 
Changes in all aspects of life, including economic, political, and social upheavals, 
necessarily have repercussions for present and future generations. Among these 
transformations are the globalization of world economies, the evolution and growth of 
science and technology, the close relationship between social societies and their 
environments, and the increase of the inequities and disparities between those who have 
and those who do not have resources. From the perspective of quality of life, the future 
might look optimistic for a small segment of the population. However, it looks dark for 
the majority, with an inheritance of poverty, inequity, and ecological deterioration. 
Given the present situation and the changes that could occur, there will be major 
impacts on the levels of poverty and the quality of life. These include the nutrition and 
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health status of the population. There are implications for the availability and access to 
food which could affect a significant percentage of the world’s population.  
 
Because of this situation technical and political groups have been promoting the strategy 
of food and nutrition security. Its application could contribute to the correction of the 
present nutrition problems and could promote the basic conditions to increase the 
availability and accessibility of food and changes in lifestyle and healthful diets that 
could prevent repetition of these problems. This document reviews the conceptual bases 
of food and nutrition security at family and community levels. Actions are proposed that 
in the experience of INCAP would have some effects on the promotion of the nutrition 
health of the population.  
 
2. Background  
 
Despite many efforts in Latin American countries, health problems linked to an 
inadequate food and nutrition situation continue to be, to a greater or lesser degree, the 
ongoing cause for health service demand in the region. Furthermore, the type of demand 
has become more complex given the coexistence, within the same population groups and 
occasionally in the same families, of problems linked to nutritional deficiencies with those 
derived from food and nutrition excesses and imbalances. The persistence, and in some 
cases the increase, of deficiencies, together with the appearance of problems associated 
with nutritional imbalances and excesses, express themselves through a higher demand 
for health services and consequently in the increase of expenditures in the health sector. 
 
Based on this, it can be asserted that the improvement of the nutritional and health status of 
the population constitutes an effective strategy for the promotion of human and economic 
development, in the medium term and long term. These observations justify the argument 
that the vicious circle of malnutrition, poverty, and underdevelopment, may become a 
virtuous circle of food and nutrition security, quality of life, socioeconomic development 
and social equity. 
 
The health sector officials in Latin America, for example, have emphasized the need to 
look for innovative solutions to the prevalent food and nutrition problems in the region. 
Furthermore, it has also been stressed that it is crucial to move from a curative approach 
concentrating on alleviating manifestations to an approach that integrates preventive and 
promotional aspects. A successful approach must consider the underlying and basic 
causes, including environmental, socioeconomic, cultural, and biological conditions that 
determine it. The nutrition problem is thus defined as a condition of food and nutrition 
insecurity; no longer focused as a problem of individuals but collective and multicausal in 
nature, therefore requiring intersectorial action. 
 
Different organizations have made proposals addressing the problem of food and 
nutrition insecurity. The Latin American governments that participated in the 
International Conference of Nutrition in 1992 and the World Food Conference in 1996 
have recognized the existence of a regional problem of food and nutrition insecurity. 
Such a system violates the population’s human right to have access to healthy and 
secure food that may allow them to lead a healthy and active life. The declarations that 
emerged from these conferences demand collaborative efforts among nongovernment 
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organizations, national, regional, and international institutions, to address the problems 
of food and nutrition insecurity.  
 
The Central American experience related to the implementation of different activities 
for the Promotion of Food and Nutrition Security is especially interesting. They were 
initiated in 1993, as the Council of Ministers of Health of Central America asked the 
System for the Central American Integration and the Central American Presidential 
Summit of that year to review a proposal for the Promotion of Food and Nutrition 
Security. 
 
3. Food and Nutrition Security: A Conceptual Framework 
 
The term Food and Nutrition Security has different meanings for various institutions 
and officials who are committed to the study of the problems and to the identification of 
solutions. INCAP/PAHO defines Food and Nutrition Security as the status in which all 
people enjoy, in a timely and permanent fashion, physical, economic and social access 
to food that they need, in quality and quantity, for their adequate consumption and 
biological utilization, thus guaranteeing the general well-being that contributes to their 
development. Food and Nutrition Security is based, primarily, on the promotion of 
permanent food availability, in adequate quantity, quality, and timely distribution, that 
may continuously satisfy the needs of groups, families, and individuals. Additionally, 
the population must have access to basic products and services, especially food; they 
must possess knowledge about food, health, and nutrition that may contribute to healthy 
feeding practices, and, finally, be surrounded by the optimal environmental conditions 
favoring an adequate health status. Furthermore, for food and nutrition security to be 
sustainable, sufficiency and stability of food availability and access, and food acceptability, 
consumption, and biological utilization must be sought in absolute harmony with nature. 
Food and Nutrition Security is achieved, therefore, within the framework of sustainable 
development, by food availability, access, consumption, and biological utilization: each of 
these components, in isolation, is necessary but not sufficient to attain it.  
 
Food and nutrition insecurity is cumulative in nature, as the conditions present in each 
link of the chain affect food and nutrition security, independent of the previous link. 
Indeed, a situation of food and nutrition security may mean that food is available to 
100% of the population. In certain cases, even though national availability may be 
adequate, consumption may be insufficient due to inequalities in food distribution. For 
these groups, food and nutrition insecurity is determined by a lack of availability, 
which, at the same time determines food inaccessibility from a physical standpoint. For 
other groups, food may be available, but not everybody will have access, due to 
economic restrictions. Besides availability and economic accessibility, there are cultural 
and social factors that affect food acceptability and consumption, thus becoming 
additional obstacles to food and nutrition security (see Regional and Cultural 
Differences in Nutrition). 
 
Finally, food availability and access, and its acceptability and consumption by 
individuals and populations, do not guarantee an optimal nutritional status. Factors that 
affect the biological utilization of food consumed are complex and varied, and for this 
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reason it can be stated that food security is a necessary, yet not sufficient, condition to 
guarantee food and nutrition security (see Economics and Policy of Food Production). 
The major factors influencing food and nutrition security which also represent the 
framework for consideration of the food and nutrition security policy are shown in 
Figure 1. 
 

 
 

Figure 1 Framework for consideration of the food and nutrition security policy 
 

3.1. Food Availability 
 
Food production, available stocks, and international trade patterns determine food 
availability at the national or local level. Ensuring food security involves a complex 
process of coordinated efforts in these areas as well as in accessing development aid 
(including food aid), all aimed at guaranteeing certain minimum levels of consumption 
for each individual and household—especially the most vulnerable. 
 
Food availability also depends on the proper functioning of markets at the international, 
national, and local levels. Important factors in this regard include adequate and 
equitable infrastructure development (especially for distribution) and free flow of 
information. Factors such as pricing policies for locally produced commodities and 
stock maintenance policies can affect the relative availability of food in urban and rural 
areas, and between various socioeconomic groups. A thorough review and monitoring 
of marketing and distribution and the impact on various social groups in each country is 
an important policy tool in reducing or mitigating household food insecurity. While the 
perspective of household food security is useful in understanding the impact of this 
range of complex issues on individual food security, the larger picture of global 
production and trade policies also must be kept in mind, as this forms the basis for 
sustainable improvements in household food security. 
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