
Food Security in 
Impact Assessment  
Food security is essential to achieving a just and sustainable world. Unfortunately, the number 
of people living in a state of food insecurity has been growing steadily over the last few decades.

This increase continues despite global efforts to address the problem, including the prioritization 
of food security in the United Nations’ sustainable development goals (SDGs). According to the 
Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations’ (FAO) State of Food Security and Nutrition 
in the World 2022 report, moderate or severe food insecurity affecting the world’s population has 
increased, on average, almost one percent per year, reaching nearly 30 percent in 2021.1 Today, 
the FAO estimates 2.3 billion people are experiencing moderate to severe levels of food insecurity. 
Impact Assessment (IA), especially strategic applications of IA, is well-suited to integrate food 
security.

WHAT IS FOOD SECURITY?

Food security is a situation in which “all people, at all times, have physical and economic access 
to sufficient, safe and nutritious food to meet their dietary needs and food preferences for an 
active and healthy life.”2 Since the 1970s, food security has become widely known as including four 
equally important pillars:  availability (adequate supply), access (physical, financial and social access 
to preferred food), utilization (nutritious, safe, culturally appropriate food), and stability (having 
the resilience and security to maintain access, availability and utilization).3 All four pillars must be 
addressed to achieve food security.

Food security manifests differently across regions and cultures. The specific factors that contribute 
to food security in one region are often very different from those in another. Effective food security 
assessment must, therefore, consider the specific regions, peoples, cultures, and socio-economic 
histories, in consultation with people from the region.

FOOD SECURITY IN IMPACT ASSESSMENT

Impact assessment processes may be enhanced through food security considerations.  
Incorporating food security into IA processes is especially important when proposed developments 
and associated changes in environmental goods and services, including land loss, could weaken a 
community’s food security situation (i.e., intensify food insecurity). Many forms of IA can address 
food security, including Social and Economic Impact Assessment, Health Impact Assessment and, 
ideally, Strategic Environmental Assessment. Food security can be explicitly identified as a valued 
component in project IA, but when it is, the IA process should evaluate food security in a fulsome 

“four-pillar” manner, avoiding piecemeal applications.
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Assessing food 

security, as a result of 

economic development 

or displacement and 

resettlement, serves 

vulnerable populations, 

often indigenous, 

underscoring their rights 

to survival, dignity, and 

well-being.
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FIVE IMPORTANT THINGS TO KNOW
1. Food security is linked to psychological and socio-cultural 

health: absence of it can lead to cultural disintegration, 
severe stress, and undernourishment which may further 
undermine education levels, mortality rates, etc.

2.  Food security is easily misdiagnosed: consider and address 
all four pillars (i.e., availability, access, utilization, stability) 
within an IA process. If one pillar is forgotten, food insecurity 
could intensify.

3. Assessing food security is challenging due to its complexity. 
Food security policy is often dealt with in disciplinary silos 
(agriculture, trade, nutrition, environment, and so on). An 
inter disciplinary approach that emphasizes collaboration is 
therefore strongly recommended.

4. The IA must also respect context-specific food systems, 
particularly in developing countries, densely populated 
areas and politically unstable and war-affected regions or 
countries.

5. Food security is an SDGs key feature. Strengthen 
sustainability-oriented decision-making by embedding 
food security in municipal, regional and national-scale 
strategic assessment tiered to inform project-level IA.

FIVE IMPORTANT THINGS TO DO
1. Gathering indigenous local knowledge perspectives on 

food security is critical, as is knowledge of local technology 
and traditional farming practices: use this information to 
inform all stages of IA. Especially, consult marginalized and 
vulnerable populations reliant on the development region 
for food security.

2. Study the regional or local food security situation, including 
socio-political settings, history of development, and social 
barriers contributing to food insecurity. In most cases, 
baseline studies will not reveal food insecurity.

3. Include food security indicators as valued components 
in the IA when the project or development study area 
is identified as important to the food security of affected 
communities.

4. Incorporate a resilience assessment of affected communities 
for each of the four food security pillars (as referred above). 
This assessment should focus on the communities’ food 
vulnerabilities before and after disasters.

5. Projects that do not demonstrate improvements or result in 
net benefits to the regional food security system, or at least 
demonstrate no significant adverse effects on it, should not 
be authorized.
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Do you have a suggestion or a request for a FasTip on a different topic?  
Contact Maria Partidário (mpartidario@gmail.com), FasTips Series Editor.

FasTips Task Force:  Maria Partidário (Chair), Jos Arts, Charlotte Bingham,                   
Peter Croal, Richard Fuggle, Anita Mosby, Asha Rajvanshi. 
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