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The nutrition ptzzle

lvhy do so many people ilr poor corntries eat so badly-andwhar can be done
aboutit?

TN€LDORADO, one of Sao raulo s poor-
lest ed mon mjsleadinsly nmed J@e
las, some eighl-year-old boys ai€ playing
footbal on a patch of ground once bett€r
known for drug gangs and hunger. Al
thou8h they look the pictrc of health,
they are not After the match they gaiher
around a sack of bananas beside the pitch.

"At school, the kids get a tuI meal every
day" splai$Jonathan Hannay lh€ secre
tary-genenl of Cbndien al Risk Fouda-
tion, a local charity "But in the holdars
tley come to us without brea{ast orlunch
so we give them bMas- Th€y are fiIing,
cheap, md rhey stimdate the brain." MaL
nutrition used to be perEsive and invjsi.
ble in Eldondo. Now there is less of it m4
equally importanl, il is no longer hidden.
'It has become more visible-so people aft
doing someihing about ir"

If xldorado's slum children today eat
better, it is partly thanls to Josd Graziano
da silva. He ran Bmzil's Fola€ zsro (zero
hunger) campaig& a policy that has
hebed to cut hung€r by more thar a third
in Lalin Amedca's largest coutry Now Mr
Graziano wanli to apply the tessons he has
leamed rnore widely. he r€cendy took over
as head of the Udled Nations' Food and
Agricdtue O4adsaiiotr ("Ao). And he
stands a betler chance of s'rccess ihan his
predecessors. His appointment coincides
with a shift in the world's apprcach lo

Bit

fighting huser
c@emments around ihe world ale

paying inaeasing att€ntion to nutrition. ln
20ro donors, chadties and companies
drcw up a how-to policy guide caled suN
(which stands for scale up nutitiod. Bfi
ain\ Deparirnent for Intemational Devel
opment and other aid ag€ncies are devof
ing morc of lh€n money to nutritonal
projects. rhe wodd Bank has nailed its col
ouis to the mast with a book caled "Repo
sitioning Nutrition as C€ntral io Develop
ment". save th€ Chililre4 d iniemational
charity ta*s about "gal@ising political
leadeEhip" behind the efort. Underlying
a[ this is a chmge in tbin]ing about how
best to impiorc nutitio4 with less stress
on providing exEid .alories md food and
more on improving nutrition by supplying
micro-nutsients slrch as iron ard vitamins.

In rhe u6os ajld 197os, eDding hunger and
malnurrition s€€med rclatively simple:
you grew morc crops. rf lhe harvest failed,
rich coutdes sent food aid. But the Eihio-
pian famine of D8a uDdemired thn ap-
proach. H€r€ was a disaster of biblical pro-
ponions in a coutry E'here food was
a!?ilable. It was a reminder of what an In-
dirn econornist Amartya sen, had long
taughtwhatrea ymatterswithfoodisnot
the overal supply but individual ac@ss.

sointheugos andeady2ooos the em
phasis switched to helpitrg people obrain
food. This meant reducing poverty and
maling agricrntual markets moE efi'
ci€nt. Between 1990 and 2oos the nubei
of people living on less rhan $1a day in
pooi countries (at 2oo5 purchasing power
padty) fell by a third to 879m,or ftom24-91"
of the total population to18.6%.

Yer rhe food-price spile of zooT-o8
showed that lhis approach also had limila'
tions. Prices of many slaple cmps doubled
in a year; millions went hungry The world
remains bad at fighting huger Experls ar
gueaboutexac y how many people are af-
fected, but iie nmber has probably held
flat atjust below l billion since 1eeo.

Even v"here rthere.is enough food, peo
ple do not seem healthiel On iop of 1 bil
lion withoui ercugh calories, anotherlbil
lion are malDourished iD the seDse ihat
they lack micro'nuaients (this is often
caled "hidden hunger"). And a fudher 1
bi ion are mahourished ir} the sense that
they eat too much ed ee obese. It is a
damning rccord: oui of the world popula-
tion of 7 bilion, I bilion eat too litde. too
unlealthny or loo much.

Malnulrition is altracting attention
now because the damage it does has or y
rccendy begu to si.I in. The misery of
lacking caloiies-bloated bellies, wasted
limbs, ihe lelhargy of famine-is easy to
spot So arc th€ djsastrous efects of obesi
ty By contlast, the nvages of inadequate
nutritionarev€iled,butnolessdrcadfi. .

More the16om ddlilren in developing
countries sutrer Iiorn a Iack of vitamin a;
ft die because they have weak immune
slsterru and 5oo,ooo go blind each year.
Ircn deficiency causes anaenia, which aJ
fects almost half of poor-comtry children
and over soom women. kiling more than
60,000of themeachyearinprepancylo'
dine deiciency easily cured by adding
the shrff to salt-causes 18m babi€s each
year to be bom with mental impairmenls

Malnutrition is associaled with over a
fiird of rhildren's deaths and is the single
most imporiari dsk factor in many dis
eases Gee charo. A rhnd of aI chndretr in
the world de udeMeight or stuted (too
shon for thet age), the dassic slmptom

The damage malnurrition does in the
first looo days of life is also ineversible.
Acco ing to rcsedch published in Tfte
lanc€t a medical jomal, malnouished
children are less likely (ali things being
equaD to go to school, less likely to stay
there, and more likely to stru8gle academi
ca]lt They em less than their bener-fed
peers over their lifetimes, trFrry poorer
spouses and die eailier

?aradoxically, malnutrition can also
cause ob€sity later in life.In lhe womb and
d'rring the tust couple of yea$, the body
adjusts to a poor diet by squinelling away
whaiever it can as fat (e energy rcsene). Ii
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t never loses its acquir€d metabolism. This
explains the astronomical obesity .ales in
coutries ihat have swilched ftom poor 1o
middle-income status. In Mexico, for in-
stance, obesity was almosl unknown in
r98o.Now lo% ofMexican adults ee clini
callyobese and?o% areoverweidi.These
are among the hiShesl rates in the world,
aLaost as bad as in America. lndia has an
obesiiy epidemic in cities, as people eal
more processed food and adopt more sed-
enlary lifestyles. And with obesity will
cone new diseases such as diabetes and
hea disease-as if India did not have
eno'rgh diseases to woiryabout.

Nulrition is also attracting aitention b€
cause of some puzzling failures. In a few
big countries, norably lndia and Egypt,
malnutrition is nuch higher than efther
economic Srowth or improvements in
farmingwould suggestit should be. India's
income perh€ad grcw more tban fourfold
between4go and 2olo; yet the proportion
of uderweisht children fel by only
aromd a quanel By contnsi, Bmgladesh
is half as rich as lndia and its income p€r
head rose orny tlreefold durjng tbe sam€
period; yet its share of underweight chil
dren dJoppedby a third mdisnowbelow
lndia's. Egyptt agdcdtual !€lue'add€d
per person rcse more than 20% in 49o-
2oo7 Yet both malnutriiion and obesity
rose an ext€mely unusual combination.

Ihe good news is that better nutrition
can be a stunningly good investment. Fix-
ing micro-nutrienr deficiencies is cheap. \i-
tamin supplemenis cost next to nothing
and bring lifelong benefits. Every dollar
sp€nt promoting breastfeedins itr hospi
tals yields rerums of between $5-62 And
every dola spent giving pregnmt wometr
extra non genentes between $6-4 Noth'
ing else in development policy has such
high retums on inv€sime - ln 2oo8, as
pan of a projecl caled the Copenhasen
consensus, eight prize winning econo
mists listed the projects they rhought
would do most good (they had an imasi-
nary $?5 billion to spend). Half their pro-
posed piojecB involved nutrition.

]f malnutrition does so much damage
and the actions againsi it are cheap and ef
fective, why is tbe afiliclion or y now be
ing lal€n seriously? Some countries have
successfuly lackled t Brazil cut the num'
ber of 1lnderweight people by or% a year
between1986 and 1996 andreduced siu.t'
ing by r-e% a year. Bangladesh reduced
both rates by 2% a year in1994_2oo5.

But in many countries the problem of
"hiddeD huge/ is hidden ftom victims
themselves, so there is no pressure for
change. f everyone in a vitlage is under-
nounshed, poor nutrition becomes rhe
nom ard everyone acepts n. This may
also explain ihe r€luctance of poor, il-fed
people to spend extra money on food, pre
fedng instead to buy such ihings as televi
sions or a fancy w€dding. when asked

The tolL of malnutrition
clob:l deaths or.hiLdr.i unde, 5 by cre

aboul his sbending choices, an illfed Mo-
roccan famer told Abhtn Banerj€e and Es
therDuflo ofthe Povety Action raborato
ry a lhink ianl:"Oh.butlelevisionismore

lducation can b€lp change altitudes by
persuading peolle rhey would benefit
liom ab€iler (if more dpensive) diet. But
people in rnh countries consme vast
quantities of junk food l<nowin8 finl wel
that il is bad for them. It is unrealistic to e,\-
pect consme6 in poor counliies to be
have diF,€rend)r Hence the idea of doing
goodbystealth.

Just push a[ rhe buttons at once
Harvesflus, a research group, breeds sta
ple crops with extra nutrients and distrib
ules the "bio'fonified" seeds.It released a
vitamin A rich cassava in Nigeria in 2or-
This yeait will bring vitamin a nch maize
(cont to zambia and iron rich beans and
pearl nillet to Rwanda and India. Compa
nies do somelhjng similar with processed
foods: Klaft 's Biskuatbiscuits Goldin Indo-
nesia) hav€ nine vitamins and six minerals
added.

But educadon or fortified foods alone
will not overcome the most intractable
barier to better nutlition, which is the
she€r complexity ol the task. Some pm-
bl€ns of developnent are relalively
slraidtfolward. You can inprove educa
lion bybuildingschools and paying teach
ers. Nutition is nor like that.

rn mmy countries nutritional stan-
dards vary according to lhe season. Ofien
bothth€ ano|nl and quality offood drop
alarmingly in $e months before the main
haresl. Nutrition v&ies also within
househotds.Morhers eat less in bad iimes
to leave more for their older chil&ea
which harms the sucLling child. culture
adds to the problem. ln nral lmgladesh
an attempt ro improve nutrition by educat-
ing young mothers bacldred, because rhe
family diet tums out to be determined not
by mothers, but by nothers in law.

And nutition can alio be inproved in
all sorls of ways, including bybertersei
tatton, which reduces inleslinal diseases

Intemationat 63

and enables people to absorb moE nutri
entq by investtng ln smallholder famin&
to increase dieiary va.ieq^ by vaccinating
children againsl dis€ases by educaiing
wornento bleastfeed babies for longer. to
imprcve immrinity. Marie Ruel of the In-
temalional lood tolicy Reseuch Institute
in wasbinglon, Dc, licks ofi some of the
tasl(sr locus on rhe lirst Looo days of life
('ndudtng pregnancy); scale up malemal'
health programmes and the leaching of
good leeding practices: concentnte on th€
po04 measure andmonitorthe ploblem.

All lhis implies that a successful effon
to improve nurlirion has to push all th€
buttons al once. Erazil's Forne Zsro has 90
sep{ate !rogrammes run by 19 ministri€s.
It €mbraces €verything ftom a conditional
cash lransler scheme, called Bolsa Faflili4
to irrjgation proj€cts and help for small-
holders. Such an etrort is hard !o organise
and cannot wo* unless politicims sup
pon lt. "Malnulrilion reduction needs
powertul champjons who know how to
get rhings doft across govenm€nt, avoid
gobbledysook and 6nish the story," says
Iawrence Haddad, diEctor of Britain's In
stitute of Development Studies.

Herce the importance of Mr GEziaq
the rAo\ new boss.Inleresi in imprcving
nutriliotr is growing; so is alam at lhe fail'
ures of frEhtitr8 malnutrition so far. He wil
trot find it easy to cajole more coutdes
jnto a large, broad based efrort covem-
ments are reluctant ro change and want
€lear evidence. And just as the damage
from malnutlition builds up over a life-
time, so beiter nutrition reveals its benefits
only over many years, as well'fed mothels
pass on good health to well fed children,

At a recent FAo conference someone
was heard lo remark that "at the moment
nurritionists are in a position similar to en
vnonmenralists jn the 199os." That is de
pressing, because it means progess wil be
siow; bur it is encouragiry, because pro
gress will come evenhrally .

Lel thern eat mangoes
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An extinct possibilitv? Studv
gives newhbpe to mankind' '
The Y chromosome
is diminished but
holding its ground,
researchers say

Ey NICXOIAS WAOE
NIW roi( rlffEs Nlws s[RvrcE

Men, or at least male biolo-
gjsts, have lons been atarmed
that their  r iny Y chromo
some, once the same size as
rts buxom parrner the X, wil
continue to wither away unril
it simply vanishes. The mate
sex would then become ex-
tinct, they fear, leaving women
Io rnvent some virsin birth
medod of reproduarion and
propagarea seJessspecj€s.

Tbe fear is nor w rhout se
rious basis:TheYardXchro-
mosomes once shared 800
genes rn common, but now
after shedding genes furi
ousiy, theY carri€sjusr 19 ofits
ancestral genes, as well as tlte
male determining gene that is
its Iaison d'ere. So much DNA
has been lostthat the chromo
some is a ii?crjon of its origi-

But there are erounds for
hopie $;t dreycEromosome
has rcached aplateau ofmin-
iaturjzed perfection and wili
shrivel no more. Research-
ers led by ]ennifer Hushes
and Davjd Page of ihe White-
head lnsriture in Cambddge,
Mass., have reconstrucied ihe
Ycbromosome's past and fi nd
tnat its gene shedding days
seern to be over. Men are nor
Iiving on borrowed ttne afler
ail, dley reported Wed nesdav
in tbe iournal Natue.

In peopie, sex is determined

by a sjngl€ gene that resides
on the Y chromosome. Chro-
mosomes conre in parrs, with
one set bequeathed by each
parent, and rhe Y is paired
with XsDch thar men have an
X-Ypa'r and wonen an X,X_
Whenlhe male determining
gene tust arose, about 320
milion years ago, rheXandy
werEbothfL lengrhchromo-
somes, each bearing rhe same
set oi 1,000 or so genes.

Selt-sacrifice
TheYcbromosomebegan i6

s€U sa.rificinS dotulsizinB in
the BaIanr ca use of prorecring
womcn. tu is wel kno!a,n, dre
purpose of sex is to exchange
DNA beth'een the nother's and
fatherir ve$ion of each gene,
creating novel combinations
that will help childrcn adapr ro
anew enrronment betterthan
thejr paJents did. so before
generaDng sperm and eggs,
the two members ofeach Dair
ofrkomosornes line up iide
by ride and swap laJqc chlu*!
of DNA

But tne male-determining
gene on theYcannot be al-
lowed to sneak across onto
the X because it would insert
maleness where ir should not
be- So a no,swapping zone
was crcated arcund the male,
determ'ning gene. That rn-
nrDltory zone was exrended
in five stages unrit it covered
the whole of Y chromosome
excepr s very bps.

Uenes at fie tips of rhe Y
exchange DNA with the X in
the usual vvay, but all those
in between were conderDned
to a monllike existence. And
be;ng unable ro innovate,

most of these ge es became
hrst antiquatcd and dren dis
pensable. rheXchromosome
now has 790 genes in ils no
swap zone, accotdmgto best
curent eslimates, bur rhe Y
retains a mere 19 ol these orie-
ina.l genes.

Y oh, why?
As t]re or y parr oi the hu

man genome that never passes
tbroueh a woman\ hod\,, the y
is the,deal refrr8e for mJe fa-
vormg genes, espedalty those
having to do with spernpro-
duction Eight such genes have
reapt onto the Y from orher
rhromosomcr, bonging rB Lo
tal score to 27. Bur these few
additions have Dor all4€d con-
cem about the cluomosomet
lory-term viability

Thewhitehead teamis ne|
report provides solid assur,
ance by showing $ar the ys
shedding of genes is not a
con tinuing procers. Alrno5r all
or rrs Senetic sellsacri6ceoc I
cufed in the distani Dasr. i

Thir josighr was eiined bv \
decodingtheYclroD,osonre \
ot rnesus monkeys, ivhich
siarco a common ances_
tor with hum ans ar rhe time,
and retain 20 ancesEa_l genes,
meanmg those rhat have a
counterparr Sene on rhe X
Unly une of &es€ qencs has
been lost in human-s at some
lime in the past 25 m'ltion
y€ars,showingthattheychro
mosome became essertialtV
stabilized loneaeo.

' ' l t !  my sinieie hoDe thal
rlus anicle mrehr putine no
t ion of Lhe d;sappealng y
rnrornosome ro rc\ i .  pa8,
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board. Plans foMarded b
Kitzhaber and the board
lindinq broad and fe.venl
suppo* at the Capitolthi
month. By Apdl, everyE

feb,  l j ,  Qo /

Education an associatet degrce or
only about 40 percent

the 20r I t€gislatule, Kitz

achievement compact"
thestate.

ol students get a jur
collegecredit.

Bui thats not decidr
sure. Two subcommitl'
the govemor's new boaft
27, !.reeks to recommer
speci6cs ofwhat can an{
be iD the compacls, then
in wlth a broad advisory
lor feedbacL A final de,
is slated lbrMarch 13.

There will be no s,
wards for schools or co
that meet their targets,
distuict or college that fi
short would still be func
the same formdas as su

Blinding you
with science

education iield - f,

Expo.

Edge, bLri she

org). polntlnq out

read ihis Edge you

competiiion.

The foLlowing are

Attracts Slugs

What is ihe

Righi? Siop

Continued lrom Paqe one

employees ol the govemors
education panei, fornrally ti
ded tbe Oregon Educalion
Investnent Board, have held
seven Dublic hearings irom
Pendle'ron io Medfoid, got'
ten divers€ educaton gouPs
on board, made fierounds of
nes'spaper editorial boards
and otherwise convinced keY
players, Nesbi!t said.

Groups from th€ state
tcachers union to i.lre conser
vative business iobby Associ'
ated Oregon lnduslries now
say it is jrnPodant that the bil
pass as an early concrcte slep
toward the governors larSer
vision for improving Oregon

"\{e welcome the account-
ability and we fi lY embrace
semnggoal5 sena Norlon, a
Borins Middlc School r(ach er
and Oregon Education Associ_
ation leader, testified. "Educa-

we sholld have recipro_

haber secured broad biParti-
san suppot for his pfoposals
ro start fiai charge. But most
of ihe p.ovisions were over
arching and slructunl, with
specifics left to be det€rm'ned
larel Some lalvmakers and ad_
vocates $unbled the Package
was rushed t\ough 4jth rela-
tively little scrutiny, and it was
unclear whether Kitzhabetb
more specific follow-up bills
would fly.

He DroDosed hlo this vear:
one tb b'egin rernakin{ the
landscape ofea y chjldhood
proglams and the sccon.l to
seate a.hievement comPacts
and male related changes at
schools and colleges.

That bill passed lhe Sen-
ate Education committee on
a 4 I vote last week. Even fre
lone 'no, Sen. Larry Ceorge,
R-Sherwood,said favorable
things aboul the governor's
plans while expressing con'
.erns that local lnnovat lon

lege board and public unjver-
sity pfesident wil be weiShing

or school districts, deliv-
rablei could inciude hiSher
raduat ion rates, higher

third-srade readins scores,
more itudents shodrg a frrll
year's growlh on state tests,
more frestunen passjng ther
classes and smaler Saps be'
tween wirite, nondisabled
native English speakers and
their historicaliy lower-scoring

But lau'malers, edur
advocacy groups and bu
leaders all heaped pra
ihe idea, saying a focus ,
rcsults is likely trJ help in
modenium to acfueve
And they sajd achiev(
rdgets set by O.egon:
school districts are lik€l
more meaningtul than
row dictated by the fed(
Child l€ft Behind taw

Proponents of tht
grounded part of thei
misrn on ttle expene
Salem'Keizer :nd Tiga
alatin schools, both of
outperform disEicts wi
ilar demographics onr
key measures and are rr
rng rmprovemenr.

The superjntencle
both those districts ha
ti6ed repeatedly that p
specifyn g fie key resr
aim to arhieve has be
ponant lo gel everyone
district working tolvar,
goals and enabled ther
fact, reach those largel

.We have been pub
ntentionai about w

are intending to do ar
come veryclose to n
all those targets, said
Srperintendent Rob I
"That really is the pow(

Befiy Hatuflond
5A3'294 7623

be t yl 1 am na n dLa ot ego t I

necessary to get Lhe tob done th; size of measrrable achieve

cal hieh standards for Public
officials to prowde funding

Oregon Industsies vice Presi_
dent, noted $e businesses in
her association emPloy more
rhan 200,000 Oregonians. "We
have a very strong interest in
education reform,' she said.
'Achievement compacts are a
critical piece."

nU

Eventua lr Kitzhaber hopes
to creaie a seanless, resrtts
oriented early clilrlhood 1o
college edqcation slstem that
Drooels everv shrdent to gad
lat; trom hii$.chool and 8u

eges and
universi t ies could end up
t l€dginB tb geL more stu-
.lents Lo €Jrn aefEncJes 3no
degrees, graduating mor€ stu
denls ready to work in hiSh

I wase qrowth industr ies and
6lrl doi;g more ro help locirlhigh

might be quashed.
By April, itir likely tt'at every

school board, community col

'lhat will require seismic
and a lot more mon

more than 25


