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Fulfilling the SDG on Zero Hunger:
A Progress Report on
BIMSTEC Nations

ABSTRACT

The countries of BIMSTEC, or the Bay of Bengal Initiative for
Multi-Sectoral Technical and Economic Cooperation, are working
to translate the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) into
action plans to ensure access to adequate and nutritious food.
They are transforming their food systems based on their priorities
and capacities to fulfill, in particular, the 2030 SDG Goal 2
that aims to “end hunger, achieve food security, and promote
sustainable agriculture.” There are crucial gaps, however, and the
BIMSTEC states need transformative action to overcome them.
The imperatives include a multi-sector approach that scales up
health and nutrition programmes for women, and more focused
investment in agriculture. The latter, in particular, could pave
the way for greater accessibility to food and accelerate progress
across the SDGs.

Attribution: Shoba Suri and Aditi Tyagi, “Fulfilling the SDG on Zero Hunger: A
Progress Report on BIMSTEC Nations,” ORF Occasional Paper No. 280, November
2020, Observer Research Foundation.
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INTRODUCTION

The Bay of Bengal Initiative for Multi-Sectoral Technical and
Economic Cooperation (BIMSTEC) 1is a subregional forum
established in 1997. The member states include five from South Asia
(India, Bangladesh, Nepal, Bhutan and Sri Lanka), and two from
Southeast Asia (Myanmar and Thailand). The 4" BIMSTEC summit
in 2018' identified 14 pillars of cooperation, including agriculture,
public health, poverty alleviation, and climate change. It also called
for intensifying cooperation towards attaining food and nutrition
security in the region.

All of the BIMSTEC countries are categorised as either low- or
middle-income. The majority of the poor in these countries live in
rural areas, lack formal education, and are often employed in the
agricultural sector. Large populations in these countries continue
to lack adequate access to education, healthcare, electricity,
sanitation, and clean drinking water,? and have low levels of
nutrition and overall health. Indeed, by 2018 data, more than half
of all stunted children under the age of five live in Asia.>* South
Asian countries, overall, account for 36 percent of those living
in extreme poverty in the world and suffer from various other
deprivations and development gaps.” Twelve percent of the Asian
region’s population, or 490 million people, are undernourished,
most of them from South Asia.® Given that South Asia is home to
these large populations of the global poor, achieving the global
SDGs becomes an impossible task without progress in the region.’

In 2015, all United Nations member states adopted the 17
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)® which are especially

relevant for South Asian countries whose development challenges
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are daunting. The Joint Statement of the first BIMSTEC Ministerial
meeting held in 2019° reiterated these goals, noting that
“agricultural cooperation among BIMSTEC Member States can
contribute to food and nutritional security, farmers’ prosperity, job
creation, poverty alleviation and enhanced agricultural trade and
investment.”

This paper makes an assessment of the progress (or lack of it)
that the BIMSTEC states have achieved in reducing poverty, and
promoting food security and nutrition outcomes. It outlines the
nutrition policies of these countries and explores the opportunities
that they have in meeting, in particular, the SDG on Zero Hunger.

POVERTY, FOOD SECURITY AND NUTRITION

Across the world, those who live in poverty suffer from food
insecurity, and lack of education, healthcare, and other essential
needs.!” The World Bank estimates that 40 to 60 million people will
fall into extreme poverty in 2020, with incomes under US$1.90 per
day." The global poverty rate could rise to nine percent in 2020,
or a 0.4-percent increase from 2019."? This is the result of various
factors including the burgeoning global population and resulting
scarcity of resources, as well as the fallout of the COVID-19

pandemic.

The first half of the 20™ century saw a massive increase in
the incidence of poverty across the globe, amidst both growth in
industrialisation and a rise in population. Beginning in the 1970s
to the end of the last century, poverty declined. In the years to
come, however, analysts largely agree that continually increasing
global population and climate change will reverse this pattern, and
poverty will likely rise.'® Indeed, South Asia’s contribution to the
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global poor has increased from 27 percent to 33 percent during
the period 1990-2013, better only than Sub-Saharan Africa which
accounts for the largest share, approximately 50 percent, of the
global poor.** To be sure, in absolute numbers, the population of
people living in poverty in South Asia decreased by 148.8 million
during the same period of 1990-2013.'> The poverty rate in the
region, however, is still considerably higher (based on 2013 figures)
than those of East Asia, the Pacific, Eastern Europe, Central Asia,
the Middle East, and North America.*®

In Asia, a facet of poverty that has become magnified in recent
years is its being highly urban. In several countries, the number
of impoverished people has risen between the years of 1990 and
2008, just as these same countries were seeing an expansion of
urbanisation; scholars call it the “urbanisation of poverty.”»' In
most of developing Asia, such as in India, Bangladesh, and other
BIMSTEC member countries, urbanisation has been accompanied
by the growth of slums,'® worsening living conditions, increasing
food insecurity, and severe pollution risks. According to the UN-
Habitat, Asia has 60 percent of the world’s slum population,®
excluding the many more who live in slum-like conditions that are
not officially categorised as such.

The BIMSTEC region remains among the poorest in the world.
World Bank data?® on Poverty Headcount Ratio® records a high

a Urban poverty is multidimensional, encompassing low income levels, low
consumption, unequal access to land and housing, lack of infrastructure and
economic sources, and absence of healthcare and education facilities, and social
welfare networks.

b  National poverty headcount ratio is the percentage of the population living below
the national poverty line. National estimates are based on population-weighted
subgroup estimates from household surveys.
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of 25.2 in Nepal, followed by 24.8 and 24.3 in Myanmar and
Bangladesh, respectively; India is at 21.9, Thailand, 9.9; Bhutan, 8.2;
and Sri Lanka, 4.1. Per capita GDP is low and other socioeconomic
indicators of poverty remain high. The combined domestic exports
of BIMSTEC member states are worth US$2.7 trillion.”* According
to 2016 data, trade among member countries was worth US$69.7

billion.

As resources become even more scarce—and weather extremes
like droughts and floods more frequent—BIMSTEC states have
aimed their sustainable development initiatives at their poor

2

populations and their heightening insecurity.” The following

paragraphs outline the most salient nutrition outcomes and explain
the prevalent nutrition inequities and their determinants in the
BIMSTEC countries.?®

Nutrition Outcomes

Figure 1. Malnutrition Burden in BIMSTEC Countries
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Figure 1 shows stunting rates to be highest in India at 38
percent, followed by Bangladesh and Nepal (36 percent) and Bhutan
and Myanmar at 34 and 29 percent, respectively. The lowest rate of
stunting is Thailand’s 11 percent. Overall, the incidence of stunting
in the region has declined over the years;*® however, the countries
have recorded different levels of performance. Only Bangladesh
and Thailand seem on-course to meet the global targets®® of 40-
percent reduction in the number of stunted children under-five; for
their part, India, Myanmar, Nepal and Sri Lanka have shown some

progress.

Another indicator of malnutrition, wasting, is highest in
India, and has not improved?” for the past decades. Bangladesh
(14 percent) and Sri Lanka (15 percent) also have higher rates of
wasting compared to the developing country average of 8.9 percent.
There has been some progress in Thailand, Bhutan, Myanmar, and
Nepal in terms of achieving global targets of reducing childhood
wasting at less than five percent.

Overweight in under-five children is also a cause of concern.
Bhutan and Thailand, at eight percent of under-five children,
have the highest incidence in the region. Thailand has recorded a
reduction from 10.9 percent in 2012; And Bhutan increased from
4.4 to 7.6 percent from 2012 to 2016. Thailand, Nepal and Myanmar
are on-track in meeting the global target of arresting overweight in
under-fives.
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Figure 2. Incidence of Anaemia and Underweight in Women (15-49
years)
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Figure 2 shows a high prevalence of anaemia in women (15-
49 years) in most of the BIMSTEC countries. India tops the list
at 51 percent, followed by Myanmar (46 percent) and Bangladesh
(40 percent). The other countries also record one-third of their
15-49-year-old women as anaemic. This is a cause of concern,
as anaemia contributes to the intergenerational cycle of
malnutrition and poverty. For one, maternal undernutrition
and anaemia increases the risk of low birth weight (23 percent)
and subsequent stunting or wasting in children.?® Most of the
countries in the region have performed poorly in reducing the
prevalence of anaemia. Moreover, underweight in adult women
is also prevalent and ranges from a high of 24 percent in India to
eight percent in Thailand.
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Maternity benefits are important for good health and nutrition
for women after childbirth and also help promote exclusive
breastfeeding. Most of the BIMSTEC countries®® do provide for
paid maternity leave to women working in the public sector, with
some provisions for paternity leave or “breastfeeding breaks”.
Unfortunately for the women in the private sector, this provision

depends on the employer’s initiative.

Figure 3. Child Nutrition
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Note: Initiation-Early Initiation of Breastfeeding; EBF-Exclusive Breastfeeding at 6 months of age;
CF-Introduction to Complementary Feeding at 6 months

The initiation of breastfeeding averages at 50 percent amongst
the BIMSTEC countries except for Bhutan, Myanmar and Sri
Lanka. When it comes to sustaining the breastfeeding practice,
however, there is a decline as seen in Bhutan and Myanmar.
Sri Lanka has the highest rate of exclusive breastfeeding at 82
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percent. The delayed initiation of breastfeeding is associated
with the socio-cultural practice of giving pre-lacteal feeds® in
some South Asian nations: India (42 percent), Bangladesh (27
percent) and Nepal (26.5 percent). The minimum acceptable diet
with food from 4+ food groups® and frequency is low for most
of the countries: India (10 percent),*®* Myanmar®** and Bhutan®®
at 16 percent each, Bangladesh® (23 percent), Nepal®*’” (36
percent), and Thailand?®® (54 percent). The exception is recorded
by Sri Lanka®® at 80 percent. Sub-optimal feeding practices
can increase risk of illness, leading to impaired growth and
development. Improved education*® on complementary feeding
along with behavioural change is necessary to improve feeding
practices.

Health Outcomes

Most of the BIMSTEC countries have low levels of health
outcomes and have made little progress in the past decades.
Health experts have come to refer to this as the “Asian Enigma”
of undernutrition.*!

Child Health: Bangladesh, Bhutan, Nepal, Sri Lanka and Thailand have
all improved in their rankings of under-five mortality rates since
1990 (See Figure 4). In terms of health progress across all BIMSTEC
countries since the time the forum was founded, all of them have
succeeded in recording significant declines in their infant mortality
rates. In 1990, Bangladesh had the highest infant mortality and

c These are the 4+ food groups from the seven food groups as recommended by
WHO. The seven food groups are grains, roots & tubers; legumes & nuts; dairy
products; flesh foods; eggs; vitamin A-rich fruits & vegetables; and other fruits &
vegetables.
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Sri Lanka, the lowest. By 2015, Myanmar had the highest infant
mortality rate; Sri Lanka remains the poorest performer in reducing
infant mortality. The greatest progress has been seen in Bangladesh,
Bhutan, and Nepal. Both India and Myanmar have gone from fourth
and fifth rank, respectively, amongst BIMSTEC members in 1990,
to being second and first in 2015.** Other indicators of child health
include the infant mortality rate and neonatal mortality rate, and
data shows marginal/slow progress in child deaths in both Myanmar
and India. Bangladesh has made the greatest progress amongst
BIMSTEC countries: from having the highest infant mortality rate
in in 1990, to being fourth highest today.

Figure 4. Infant Mortality Rate (per 1,000 live births, 1990-2018)
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Maternal Health: Across all seven BIMSTEC countries, there has
been a steady decline in the maternal mortality rate (See Figure
5). Nepal** saw the greatest decline in maternal mortality from
553 per 100,000 live births in 2000 to 186/100,000 live births
in 2017. Indeed, Nepal has taken vast strides in their healthcare
delivery to prevent and treat the most important causes of child
and maternal mortality though an array of community-based and
federal approaches.®” In 2000, Nepal, Bangladesh, Bhutan, India
and Myanmar had significantly higher rates of maternal mortality
(56/100,000 live births) than Sri Lanka and Thailand (43/100,000
live births). The progress is likely because both Sri Lanka and
Thailand have strengthened their primary healthcare delivery and
pursued universal health coverage.*® Overall, the gradual decline in
maternal mortality across the BIMSTEC member states in the past
two decades, indicates the level of growth and development in their
healthcare delivery.

Figure 5: Maternal Mortality Ratio (per 100,000 live births, 2000-
2017)
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Water, Sanitation, Hygiene: In terms of sanitation, some BIMSTEC
countries have made more significant progress than others (See
Figure 6). India and Nepal have increased the percentage of people
using at least basic sanitation services by 43 percent and 46 percent,
respectively. Bangladesh, Bhutan, Sri Lanka and Thailand have also
made steady improvements in the proportion of their populations
accessing basic sanitation services. Myanmar, however, has seen
a regression. Myanmar’s health system is financed largely by the
government. In the last couple of decades, public health expenditure

as a percentage of GDP has increased by more than six times.*®

Figure 6: Reach of Basic Sanitation Services (% of population, 2000-
2017)
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TRACKING PROGRESS ON SDGS

The 17 SDGs and the 169 specific targets are particularly relevant

for South Asia—after all, the region is home to a huge 36 percent™

of the world’s impoverished, and nearly half of all undernourished
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children. With South Asian countries, including member states of
BIMSTEC, holding such a weight on their shoulders, global progress
on the SDGs cannot be achieved without success in the region. It is
a difficult task, given that South Asia, and particularly India, failed
to meet the predecessor Millennium Development Goals (MDGs).
Most recent available data suggest that the South Asian region,
comprising the majority of BIMSTEC members, is far from being
on-track in accomplishing the SDGs.”!

Indeed, the fulfillment of these goals has little correlation with
both levels of per capita income and degree of development, as seen
in the case of India. As the largest and most diversified economy
in the region, it unfortunately has recorded poorer performance
compared to its fellow BIMSTEC members. Bhutan and Nepal, for
example—both with lower levels of development than India—have
achieved significantly greater progress towards the SDGs.? The only
SDG which all BIMSTEC states appear to be on-track to achieving
is the goal of eliminating poverty, the metric for which is living
below a minuscule $1.90 per day.>® In all other goals, all BIMSTEC
countries have recorded moderate progress that is inadequate for
meeting the goals by 2030. With the current rate of progress in
the region, overall, 14 out of the 17 SDGs will be missed by the
BIMSTEC countries by 2030.

The COVID-19 pandemic has only enhanced the risks of falling
short. According to the Sustainable Development Goals Report 2020,
the 15-year effort of people across the globe attempting to achieve
the 17 SDGs was already off-track by the end of 2019.>* Figure 7
shows the performance on the SDGs (out of 10) for BIMSTEC
countries and their world rankings. Among the BIMSTEC
countries, Thailand is the best performer with a score of 74.5; the

poorest is India at 61.9.
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Figure 7. Performance on SDGs for BIMSTEC Countries
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The SDG 2°° on Zero Hunger has seen the least progress since
2015, and COVID-19 is likely to cause a reversal of whatever
achievements have been made so far by many countries across the
globe. The reason for the slow progress is linked to the increase in
people undernourished as well as overweight.”” The pandemic is
likely to increase the problem of food security and malnutrition
in the low-income countries. Achieving SDG 2—or recording
some progress, at least—has been a challenge in most of the
BIMSTEC countries, with India contributing to the large number of
undernourished. If India were to eradicate undernourishment, the
world can come closer in achieving the target of zero hunger.

The COVID-19 pandemic has already taken a toll exceeding
500,000 lives; confirmed cases are at more than 10 million people.*®
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The challenges posed by the pandemic are making it more difficult
for the global community to succeed in achieving the SDGs by
2030.

GOVERNMENT POLICIES ON NUTRITION: AN OVERVIEW

BIMSTEC states have adopted various policies to direct their
nations on the path of achieving the SDGs. At a forum on
sustainable development in October of 2018 held in Kathmandu,
representatives of the BIMSTEC states agreed that achieving the
SDGs by 2030 will require implementation action at the global,
regional, national and local levels.” The polycentric approach of
BIMSTEC involves both private and public stakeholders; the stakes
are manifold, and covers the political, social, environmental,

and economic domains.®

Within this cooperative framework
are policies and mandates that seek to pursue sustainable
development. BIMSTEC’s mandate and goals are broad, with
objectives looking at economic, technical, social and scientific
sectors. Environmental challenges including climate change and
environmental degradation are important in addressing poverty
as these exacerbate the political, economic, and social tensions in
the region. Improving food and agriculture® can have a substantial
impact on the attainment of the other SDGs by strengthening

economic growth, and combating climate change.

Some initiatives taken by the Bay of Bengal Association for
Sustainable Development (BOBAS) work towards increasing
economic activity in the Bay of Bengal in a sustainable manner.®
BOBAS also offers itself as a platform for small entrepreneurs
and innovators of the member states. The business models they
share address issues like monitoring and surveillance of fishing,
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sustainable aquaculture, small-scale power projects along the Bay
of Bengal coastline, and low-energy wastewater solutions.®® Such
attention to the environment is important as the Bay of Bengal,
with its triangular shape, flat coastal terrain, and shallow depth, is
an epicentre of the ‘World’s Hazard Belt'.

The following paragraphs describe the respective nutrition
strategies that BIMSTEC states have adopted to improve food
security for their people.

Nepal: In 2018, Nepal enacted the Multi-Sector Nutrition Plan-
II, with the aim of improving maternal, adolescent, and child
nutrition by scaling up essential nutrition interventions to improve
nutritional status of under-five children, lower incidence of low
birth weight, and reduce energy-deficiency in women.** Nepal
scaled up multisector nutrition programmes across the country,
developed campaigns to create positive nutrition behaviour among
the people, and fostered cooperation in sharing best practices on
improving nutrition. Data shows improvement in the nutritional
aspects of the country: the prevalence of stunting and wasting
among children under five has declined, and so has the incidence of
low birth weights.®

Bhutan: The government of Bhutan articulates its development
plans every five years. Currently on their 12 five-year plan,
Bhutan aims to achieve 16 “national key result areas” that are
based on regional and international commitments, including the
UN SDGs.% Bhutan’s food and nutrition security policy, enacted
in 2014, acknowledges the need for a multisectoral approach to
ensuring nutrition security. In prioritising nutrition, the Bhutanese
government established a national school and nutrition programme
for addressing micronutrient deficiencies.
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Bangladesh: Bangladesh enacted its National Nutrition Policy in
2015 with the goal of preventing and controlling malnutrition,
and improving nutritional status especially of the women and
children. The most common form of undernutrition in the country
is stunting.®’ In response, the government has taken initiatives
to mainstream nutrition into both public health and family
planning services.®® The National Nutrition Policy emphasises the
goal of ensuring adequate nutrition for all demographic groups
including children, women, pregnant women, men, and the elderly.
By enhancing food security at the home-level and encouraging
investment in nutrition-sensitive agriculture, the 2015 nutrition

policy has provided necessary direction.

Sri Lanka: As a country in economic transition,® Sri Lanka is also
undergoing a nutrition transition and faces a triple burden:
overnutrition, undernutrition, and micronutrient deficiencies.®
Interventions from the Sri Lankan government in addressing food
insecurity have been ongoing since 1942 when it implemented a
universal food subsidy scheme.” Since the UN adopted the 2030
SDGs, Sri Lanka has seen progress in their food insecurity issues
through the Thriposha Program that was introduced long ago,
in 1970. The food expenditure share of total household income
expenditure in Sri Lanka has been steadily declining over the past
five years with increases in household income. The overall provision
of health infrastructure has improved the nutritional outcomes of
Sri Lanka since 2015, and social welfare indicators illustrate the

country’s impressive performance.”

d  The Sri Lankan economy is transitioning from being rural-based to urbanised. The
social indicators rank the country highest in South Asia.
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Thailand: Since adopting the SDGs, Thailand has integrated a
framework for food security in its policies with a National Food
Safety and Nutrition plan. Even prior to the formulation of the
SDGs, Thailand was already seeing a decline in undernourishment,
parallel to its economic growth. From 1990 to 2012, GDP increased
by 113 percent, and undernourishment dropped by 87 percent.”
The government’s policy efforts have led Thailand to perform well
in essential nutrition parameters such as reducing underweight
and stunting. Amidst the achievements in decreasing hunger,
however, another malnutrition issue has emerged, and that is of
the prevalence of overweight. One-third of the adult population,

and one-third of the child population, face overweight issues.”

India: India’s national nutrition strategy is critical if the country
is to achieve the SDGs. High levels of maternal and child
undernutrition have continued in India despite efforts from
the government and legislators’ policy, plan and programme
commitments. The National Nutrition Strategy, first adopted in
1993, has been committed to ensuring that every child, adolescent
girl, and woman achieves optimum nutritional status.” In addition
to the improvements seen in India’s overall nutritional status as
a result of the national strategy, the Poshan Abhiyan programme
(National Nutrition Mission) under Prime Minister Narendra Modi
has also been an effort in the right direction. The policy aims to
set up an information and communications monitoring system
in which the nutritional status of populations across the country
could be tracked more efficiently.” While the intent of the policy
is sound, the implementation poses a challenge to India, which is
already falling behind in the SDGs amidst the COVID-19 pandemic.

Myanmar: Myanmar is on-course to meet global targets for under-five
underweight and exclusive breastfeeding for infants, but is still off-
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track in the other nutritional indicators.”® Nutritional deficiencies as
well as overweight and obesity issues are worsening in the country.
The National Plan of Action for Food and Nutrition (NPAFN) was
adopted by Myanmar with the goal of ensuring adequate access to
food that is safe and well-balanced. By aiming for increased and
diversified domestic food production, the promotion of healthy
food, and the prevention of food-borne infectious diseases,”” the
NPAFN policy has helped Myanmar make great strides in attaining
the SDGs.

TOWARDS FOOD SECURITY: KEY STRATEGIES

Despite the progress that has been achieved in advancing food
security and alleviating poverty, the number of hungry people in
the world continues to grow, reductions in child stunting remain
insufficient, and obesity is on the rise.”® The three principal sources
for these undesirable trends are economic shocks, climate change,
and interstate conflicts. These drivers are deeply complex and

exacerbate poverty and malnutrition in many dimensions.

BIMSTEC’s platform—emphasising shared aspirations of
growth, development, commerce and technology—enables the
South Asian and Southeast Asian nations a level of regional
connectivity that can enhance economic cooperation.”” After
all, economic slowdowns result in increased unemployment and
decreased wages, and therefore pose massive challenges to access
to food and essential social services especially for the poor.®°
Additionally, access to high-quality and nutritious food becomes
more difficult, making bigger populations more susceptible to poor
nutrition. Unfortunately, recent world economic reports highlight
that there may soon be another massive economic downturn,
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with global growth being the slowest it has been since the global
financial crisis a decade ago.?' In order to protect the food status
of populations that face economic shocks, policies and resilience
capacities must be built.®?

Trade policy also has substantial implications for nutritional
outcomes in areas of food insecurity, as it has the potential to make
healthy food available to populations and create demand for more
nutritious food. However, with trade policy virtually never being
concerned with nutritional outcomes or healthy diets, it often
even contributes to forms of malnutrition. For example, the health
impacts of changes in trade regarding food and agriculture are
mixed and dependent on a multitude of factors, and foreign direct
investment has been shown to be a driver in the growth of sugar-
sweetened beverage consumption,® which has contributed to the
global prevalence of overweight and obesity.

Multisectoral policies for reducing poverty must be addressed
if the world is to bridge the social inequalities perpetuated by
the direction of national and global economies. The physical
availability of food is important, specifically through the promotion
of marginal and small farmers’ productivity. Additionally,
facilitating trade of food products increases the availability of
food commodities at lower prices for poorer consumers.®* Equally
important is economic access to food. Social protection systems,
work promotion programmes, support for poor farmers, and rural
development programmes must be built as long-term strategies for
increasing access to nutritional food for the poor populations.

Along with the fragility of the global economy and its
detrimental impacts on global food security, climate change is
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also a key obstacle to the fulfillment of the SDGs. Climate change
affects all four dimensions of food security: food availability,
food accessibility, food utilisation, and food systems stability.®
Populations who are already food-insecure will likely be the first
to be severely affected by the consequences of climate change. The
imperative is for governments to enact policies that will protect
food security through climate adaptation measures. Beyond the
policy level of the required change in order to achieve the SDGs,
community-led initiatives can also play a vital role.

Nutrition and home gardens can improve food security.
Nutritious, dense food like fruits and vegetables that can be
produced at home are known to improve health and result in
cognitive, behavioural, and physical benefits for both adolescents
and adults.®® Over the last century, there has been a growing
interest in strengthening and intensifying local food production
in order to avoid the adverse effects of global economic shocks
and food price volatilities. Home gardens are a proven strategy to
enhance household nutrition and food security in addition to them
being an integral part of local food systems. Home gardens are part
of the agricultural landscape of developing countries across the
globe and have been useful throughout the centuries.®’

The practical approaches available to combat food insecurity
in the developing world and beyond are restricted to the existing
social, political, and economic conditions along with the resources
available for intervention. Food insecurity and economic hardships
often force people to consume less and settle for food of low
nutritional status. This leads to adverse health effects, due to the
lack of basic micronutrients and other important vitamins and
minerals; indeed, more than 35 percent of deaths worldwide are
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caused by factors attributed to nutritional deficits.?® At-home food
production of vegetables and fruits can address micronutrient
deficiencies and improve the quality of diets by facilitating year-
round production and availability of nutritious food.

Home gardens and community gardens do not only improve
food diversity, availability, and overall health, but can also elevate
the socioeconomic status of resource-poor families.?®® In a review of
a number of case studies, Mitchell and Hanstad® assert that home
gardens can contribute to the economic well-being of a household.
Gardening activities can be developed into a small industry, and
earnings from the sale of home garden products can lead to higher
disposable incomes that can be used for other domestic purposes.”

Across the BIMSTEC countries, various studies have found that
nutrition gardens are a sustainable model to enhance food security
and diversity. A research study from Bangladesh, for example, has
shown a 300 to 400-percent increase in the variety and quantity of
fruits and vegetables among families who have kitchen gardens.”
Another kitchen garden model in rural Bangladesh has resulted
in reduced expenses on vegetables, improved intake of fruits and
vegetables, and income generation.?® School gardens in Nepal®* and
Bhutan®® have been found to improve food preferences in children,
bringing about behavioural changes. A study from Sri Lanka
suggests that home gardens are a sustainable model to improve
food security and the nutritional status of households.”® Indian
states like Odisha®” and Gujarat®® have utilised backyard spaces to
grow seasonal fruits and vegetables—they have brought improved

nutrition and economic conditions to the families.
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India’s Reliance Nutrition Garden provides a specific example of
how community-led nutrition gardens can help bridge the nutrition
gap in rural households.?® A huge 62 percent of rural households
across India have met their vegetable requirements and reduced
their spending on food because of their home gardens.

CONCLUSION

The BIMSTEC countries are not on-track to achieve the SDG of Zero
Hunger by 2030. It was already evident, even before the COVID-
19 pandemic, that many BIMSTEC nations were falling behind
the targets set by the United Nations. The pandemic has further
aggravated the situation and the number of people affected by
hunger is projected to surpass 840 million by 2030.

There is hardly any doubt that achieving the SDGs will be a far-
fetched goal without ending hunger and malnutrition. There is a
need for sustainable and resilient food systems to achieve the goal
of zero hunger. This can be achieved by comprehensive efforts to
ensure food is available to all. There is a need for a renewed focus
and innovative strategies to build capabilities both at the individual
and community level.

An integrated approach is required in response to the diverse
and interconnected causes of hunger and malnutrition. Countries
can learn from each other’s successes and scalable models to ensure
food systems that deliver improved nutrition and sustainable
and resilient communities. As the UN has stated, “A sustainable
food systems deliver food security and nutrition for all in such
a way that the economic, social and environmental bases to
generate food security and nutrition for future generations

are not compromised.”’”® Investment in nutrition, along with a
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multisectoral approach that includes both nutrition-sensitive
interventions (healthcare, water, sanitation) and nutrition-specific
ones that empower women—will help end all forms of malnutrition
in the long run. ®RF
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