Poverty and food

The nutrition puzzle

ROME AND SAD PAULD

Why do so many people in poor countries eat so badly—and what can be done

aboutit?

IN ELDORADO, one of Sao Paulo’s poor-
est and most misleadingly named fave-
las, some eight-year-old boys are playing
football on a patch of ground once better
known for drug gangs and hunger. Al-
though they look the picture of health,
they are not. After the match they gather
around a sack of bananas beside the pitch.

“Atschool, the kids get a full meal every
day,” explains Jonathan Hannay, the secre-
tary-general of Children at Risk Founda-
tion, a local charity. “But in the holidays
they come to us without breakfast orlunch
so we give them bananas. They are filling,
cheap, and they stimulate the brain.” Mal-
nutrition used to be pervasive and invisi-
ble in Eldorado. Now there is less of it and,
equally important, it is no longer hidden.
“It has become more visible—so people are
doing something aboutit.”

If Eldorado’s slum children today eat
better, it is partly thanks to José Graziano
da Silva. He ran Brazil's Fome Zero (zero
hunger) campaign, a policy that has
helped to cut hunger by more than a third
in Latin America’s largest country. Now Mr
Graziano wants to apply the lessons he has
learned more widely: he recently took over
as head of the United Nations’ Food and
Agriculture Organisation (rA0). And he
stands a better chance of success than his
predecessors. His appointment coincides
with a shift in the world’s approach to

fighting hunger.

Governments around the world are
paying increasing attention to nutrition. In
2010 donors, charities and companies
drew up a how-to policy guide called sun
(which stands for scale up nutrition). Brit-
ain’s Department for International Devel-
opment and other aid agencies are devot-
ing more of their money to nutritional
projects. The World Bank has nailed its col-
ours to the mast with a book called “Repo-
sitioning Nutrition as Central to Develop-
ment”. Save the Children, an international
charity, talks about “galvanising political
leadership” behind the effort. Underlying
all this is a change in thinking about how
best to improve nutrition, with less stress
on providing extra calories and food and
more on improving nutrition by supplying
micro-nutrients such as iron and vitamins.

A damning record

In the 1960s and 1970s, ending hunger and
malnutrition seemed relatively simple:
you grew more crops. If the harvest failed,
rich countries sent food aid. But the Ethio-
pian famine of 1984 undermined this ap-
proach. Here was a disaster of biblical pro-
portions in a country where food was
available. It was a reminder of what an In-
dian economist, Amartya Sen, had long
taught: what really matters with food isnot
the overall supply, but individual access.
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Soin the1990s and early 2000s the em-
phasis switched to helping people obtain
food. This meant reducing poverty and
making agricultural markets more effi-
cient. Between 1990 and 2005 the number
of people living on less than $1 a day in
poor countries (at 2005 purchasing-power
parity) fell by a third to 879m, or from 24.9%
of the total population t018.6%.

Yet the food-price spike of 2007-08
showed that this approach also had limita-
tions. Prices of many staple crops doubled
in a year; millions went hungry. The world
remains bad at fighting hunger. Experts ar-
gue about exactly how many people are af-
fected, but the number has probably held
flat atjust below1billion since 1990.

Even where there is enough food, peo-
ple do not seem healthier. On top of 1 bil-
lion without enough calories, anotheribil-
lion are malnourished in the sense that
they lack micro-nutrients (this is often
called “hidden hunger”). And a further 1
billion are malnourished in the sense that
they eat too much and are obese. It is a
damning record: out of the world popula-
tion of 7 billion, 3 billion eat too little, too
unhealthily, or too much.

Malnutrition is attracting attention
now because the damage it does has only
recently begun to sink in. The misery of
lacking calories—bloated bellies, wasted
limbs, the lethargy of famine—is easy to
spot. So are the disastrous effects of obesi-
ty. By contrast, the ravages of inadequate
nutrition are veiled, butno less dreadful.

More than16om children in developing
countries suffer from a lack of vitamin a;
1m die because they have weak immune
systems and 500,000 go blind each year.
Tron deficiency causes anaemia, which af-
fects almost half of poor-country children
and over 500m women, killing more than
60,000 of them each year in pregnancy. Io-
dine deficiency—easily cured by adding
the stuff to salt—causes 18m babies each
year to be born with mental impairments.

Malnutrition is associated with over a
third of children’s deaths and is the single
most important risk factor in many dis-
eases (see chart). A third of all children in
the world are underweight or stunted (too
short for their age), the classic symptoms
of malnourishment.

The damage malnutrition does in the
first 1,000 days of life is also irreversible.
According to research published in The
Lancet, a medical journal, malnourished
children are less likely (all things being
equal) to go to school, less likely to stay
there, and more likely to struggle academi-
cally. They earn less than their better-fed
peers over their lifetimes, marry poorer
spouses and die earlier.

Paradoxically, malnutrition can also
cause obesity later in life. In the womb and
during the first couple of years, the body
adjusts to a poor diet by squirrelling away

whatever it can as fat (an energy reserve). It »
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» never loses its acquired metabolism. This
explains the astronomical obesity rates in
countries that have switched from poor to
middle-income status. In Mexico, for in-
stance, obesity was almost unknown in
1980. Now 30% of Mexican adults are clini-
cally obese and 70% are overweight. These
are among the highest rates in the world,
almost as bad as in America. India has an
obesity epidemic in cities, as people eat
more processed food and adopt more sed-
entary lifestyles. And with obesity will
come new diseases such as diabetes and
heart disease—as if India did not have
enough diseases to worry about.

Nutrition is also attracting attention be-
cause of some puzzling failures. In a few
big countries, notably India and Egypt,
malnutrition is much higher than either
economic growth or improvements in
farming would suggestit should be. India’s
income per head grew more than fourfold
between 1990 and 2010; yet the proportion
of underweight children fell by only
around a quarter. By contrast, Bangladesh
is half as rich as India and its income per
head rose only threefold during the same
period; yet its share of underweight chil-
dren dropped by a third and is now below
India’s. Egypt’s agricultural value-added
per person rose more than 20% in 1990-
2007. Yet both malnutrition and obesity
rose—an extremely unusual combination.

The good news is that better nutrition
can be a stunningly good investment. Fix-
ing micro-nutrient deficienciesis cheap. Vi-
tamin supplements cost next to nothing
and bring lifelong benefits. Every dollar
spent promoting breastfeeding in hospi-
tals yields returns of between $5-67. And
every dollar spent giving pregnant women
extra iron generates between $6-14: Noth-
ing else in development policy has such
high returns on investment. In 2008, as
part of a project called the Copenhagen
consensus, eight prize-winning econo-
mists listed the projects they thought
would do most good (they had an imagi-
nary $75 billion to spend). Half their pro-
posed projects involved nutrition.

If malnutrition does so much damage
and the actions against it are cheap and ef-
fective, why is the affliction only now be-
ing taken seriously? Some countries have
successfully tackled it. Brazil cut the num-
ber of underweight people by 0.7% a year
between 1986 and 1996 and reduced stunt-
ing by 19% a year. Bangladesh reduced
both rates by 2% a year in1994-2005.

But in many countries the problem of
“hidden hunger” is hidden from victims
themselves, so there is no pressure for
change. If everyone in a village is under-
nourished, poor nutrition becomes the
norm and everyone accepts it. This may
also explain the reluctance of poor, ill-fed
people to spend extra money on food, pre-
ferring instead to buy such things as televi-
sions or a fancy wedding. When asked
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about his spending choices, an ill-fed Mo-
roccan farmer told Abhijit Banerjee and Es-
ther Duflo of the Poverty Action Laborato-
ry, a think-tank: “Oh, but television is more
important than food.”

Education can help change attitudes by
persuading people they would benefit
from a better (if more expensive) diet. But
people in rich countries consume vast
quantities of junk food knowing full well
thatitis bad for them. Itis unrealistic to ex-
pect consumers in poor countries to be-
have differently. Hence the idea of doing
good by stealth.

Just push all the buttons at once
HarvestPlus, a research group, breeds sta-
ple crops with extra nutrients and distrib-
utes the “bio-fortified” seeds. It released a
vitamin a-rich cassava in Nigeria in 201
This year it will bring vitamin a-rich maize
(corn) to Zambia and iron-rich beans and
pearl millet to Rwanda and India. Compa-
nies do something similar with processed
foods: Kraft's Biskuat biscuits (sold in Indo-
nesia) have nine vitamins and six minerals
added.

But education or fortified foods alone
will not overcome the most intractable
barrier to better nutrition, which is the
sheer complexity of the task. Some pro-
blems of development are relatively
straightforward. You can improve educa-
tion by building schools and paying teach-
ers. Nutrition is not like that.

In many countries nutritional stan-
dards vary according to the season. Often
both the amount and quality of food drop
alarmingly in the months before the main
harvest. Nutrition varies also within
households. Mothers eat less in bad times
to leave more for their older children,
which harms the suckling child. Culture
adds to the problem. In rural Bangladesh
an attempt to improve nutrition by educat-
ing young mothers backfired, because the
family diet turns out to be determined not
by mothers, but by mothers-in-law.

And nutrition can also be improved in
all sorts of ways, including by better sani-
tation, which reduces intestinal diseases
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and enables people to absorb more nutri-
ents; by investing in smallholder farming,
to increase dietary variety; by vaccinating
children against diseases; by educating
womnen to breastfeed babies for longer, to
improve immunity. Marie Ruel, of the In-
ternational Food Policy Research Institute
in Washington, Dc, ticks off some of the
tasks: focus on the first 1,000 days of life
(including pregnancy); scale up maternal-
health programmes and the teaching of
good feeding practices; concentrate on the
poor; measure and monitor the problem.

All this implies that a successful effort
to improve nutrition has to push all the
buttons at once. Brazil’s Fome Zero has 90
separate programmes run by 19 ministries.
It embraces everything from a conditional
cash-transfer scheme, called Bolsa Familia,
to irrigation projects and help for small-
holders. Such an effort is hard to organise
and cannot work unless politicians sup-
port it. “Malnutrition reduction needs
powerful champions who know how to
get things done across government, avoid
gobbledygook and finish the story,” says
Lawrence Haddad, director of Britain's In-
stitute of Development Studies.

Hence the importance of Mr Graziano,
the FAO’s new boss. Interest in improving
nutrition is growing; so is alarm at the fail-
ures of fighting malnutrition so far. He will
not find it easy to cajole more countries
into a large, broad-based effort. Govern-
ments are reluctant to change and want
clear evidence. And just as the damage
from malnutrition builds up over a life-
time, 50 better nutrition reveals its benefits
only over many years, as well-fed mothers
pass on good health to well-fed children.

At a recent FaO conference someone
was heard to remark that “at the moment
nutritionists are in a position similar to en-
vironmentalists in the 1990s.” That is de-
pressing, because it means progress will be
slow; but it is encouraging, because pro-
gress will come eventually. m

Let them eat mangoes



M
w"
i
W
i
2







d9 AMODI1YD

‘§¥o0a MO mmc_uwd_u 2injosqe

aspard ou a1m a1 ‘(sas180[098 Aq parsauord) Lmiusn yronuam oy

Jo Jey 2s1g o3 Sunmp Sunep omaworper ydnory suonesrdde [eo18ojoad
$11 Jo 1uawdo[aA5p Y3 puE ‘9GQT UT AITANDBOIPET JO AIDA0DSIP 213 U
“ydnoua Fuo] wass 10u PIp s1eaL oIf[IW
00F u2A3 Jey3 pandre uimre( saprey)) “A1uapd xopdwoo yons pappeif aaey
01 UOHN[OA3 10J 110YS 003 Yonwr pawaas sread uoriu (0] uaad nq ofe
atuy e aaey JySiw yareg 1eqy 1deooe pmod sistdojorq e 1oy a8e 1oys
B (2Ns paiqnop 181301093 ‘uayy uaad ng @dnsaid arowr pey sasioisdy
*£L25P PATIDEOIPEI WIOI] 2DINOS
1oy Sujo3uo 2 jo aouy Jou pip 2y "armieradwal 1uasaid si1 01 [000 01
3003 31 SUO] MOY PaIR[NO[ED UBY1 D01 JO [[Bq UM[OW bﬁu%ﬁou e se uedaq
UAIEY IBYI PIWNSSE O 'STEIA UOI[[IW ()0f PUE UOI[[IW H7T UIMID] T8 TRy
. Jo38ear 1as “Armniusd oy Jo pua o) [run — £19100¢ [eA0Y] 211 JO JUBPISAI
PUE UIA]PY] PIOT SB — paInpud AIOYINE SOYM ‘UOSWOY [ WEI[IAY IS
-1s4yd a3 ‘7981 U] "pareqap Ajoy aram yiresy a1 Jo 98e o) PUE BIBNS D01

P S

00z | ==+

Apros bt Ty
Ms:@ mw\\q\ e ( h\otidmﬁ‘
ars 1 he0lS T
eyt Froas

Y F&mx@

MIHIMOG ONIDTS

1105E JO $28€ Y "UONEOYIYII] PUB UOIBIUIWIPAS ‘UOIS0Id ‘Funayieam
snoLIea Jo sa1ex Surdpnis uo paseq sa[essawn a3 SuneWns? ‘s[1ssoj
1e1s JU2IRIp Jo suonisod sAnE[RI 21 U0 Paseq A103s1y 21307093
suoo sisidojorucaeed pue sisi3o[oan) areq Ay 10§ a3 ATUYUL 4]
4 & Sunsa38ns uoas awos i ‘sporrad 0130[093 10 s1eaf Jo suorfru
88ns sas180[038 Arey “a[qig oY1 uo paseq yireg 2y jo a3 Ay 10
34 puesnot uaAds 1o Xis punore jo savep 3ursodord usaq pey ‘Oqrg Ay
Furuosear ‘s1STUONEIT) *2[QNOII OJUT $20U212s 211 103 sidwane £[res

) uaag “Apeasd parres o3ueyo 51307093 jo sarer aours ‘Appsroarduwr A1aa

gnor e 1 ‘Asnonupuod Sururioj-a1 pue Surpora ‘padueyd Areniadrad
7 Jo samieay oy Jey pasodoxd [pAT sapreyD) 51801038 o 0¢gT Ul

801023 jo 20u210s UTOqMAU AT TIM DD ‘QwiT T, dea(T [[BD MOU oM YIIYM

TOUIR U242 cuﬁ Aqr “Armuad (puastauTy A muun M &d Eu: MITA wE 1
"IeJ 0 1sed] 1B — asdejoo 31 apew 10U peY “An

pory 1ey) Sursoddns £q aoeds jo a7eds [eSSO[0D 213 PAPIOAE UOIMIN] IN[OSqE

prepruts sem 2dedg '£101s stsouary oy [2dsod se 3001 2y 10§ ‘BPI oNN



" THE OREGONIAN » THURSDAY, FEBRUARY 23, 2012

e

NATION | O

L extinct possibility? Study

gives new hope to mankind

The Y chromosome
1s diminished but
holding its ground,
researchers say

By NICHOLAS WADE
NEW YORK TIMES NEWS SERVICE

Men, or at least male biolo-
gists, have long been alarmed
that their tiny Y chromo-
some, once the same size as
its buxom partner, the X, will
continue to wither away until
it simply vanishes. The male
sex would then become ex-
tinct, they fear, leavingwomen
to invent some virgin-birth
method of reproduction and
propagate a sexless species.

The fear is not without se-
rious basis: The Y and X chro-
mosomes once shared 800
genes in common, but now,
after shedding genes furi-
ously, the'Y carries just 19 of its
ancestral genes, as well as the
‘male-determining gene thatis
itsraison d'etre. So much DNA
hasbeen lost that the chromo-
some is a fraction of its origi-
nal size.

_But there are grounds for
hope that the Y chromosome
hasreached a plateau of min-
iaturized perfection and will
shrivel no more. Research-
ers led by Jennifer Hughes
and David Page of the White-
head Institute in Cambridge,
Mass,, have reconstructed the
Y chromosome’s past and find
that its gene-shedding days
seem to be over. Men are not
living on borrowed time after
all, they reported Wednesday
in the journal Nature.

Inpeople, sexis determined

by a single gene that resides
on the Y chromosome. Chro-
mosomes come in pairs, with
one set bequeathed by each
parent, and the Y is paired
with X such that men have an
X-Y pair and women an X-X.
When the male-determining
gene first arose, about 320
million years ago, the X and Y
were both full-length chromo-
somes, each bearing the same
set of 1,000 or so genes.

Self—sacrifice

TheYchromosome began its
self-sacrificing downsizing in
the gallant cause of protecting
woimen. As is well known, the
purpose of sex is to exchange
DNA between the mother'sand
father's version of each gene,
creating novel combinations
that will help children adapt to
anew environment better than
their parents did. So before
generating sperm and eggs,
the two members of each pair
of chromosomes line up side
by side and swap large chunks
of DNA.

But the male-determining
gene on the Y cannot be al-
lowed to sneak across onto
the X because it would insert
maleness where it should not
be. So a no-swapping zone
was created around the male-
determining gene. That in-
hibitory zone was extended
in five stages until it covered
the whole of Y chromosome
except its very tips,

Genes at the tips of the Y
exchange DNA with the X in
the usual way, but all those
in between were condemned
to a monklike existence. And
being unable to innovate,

most of these genes became
firstantiquated and then dis-
pensable. The X chromosome
now has 790 genes in its no-
swap zone, according to best
current estimates, but the Y
retains a mere 19 of these orig-
inal genes.

Y, oh, why?

As the only part of the hu-
man genome that never passes
through awoman'’s body, the Y
is the ideal refuge for male-fa-

voring genes, especially those .

having to do with sperm pro-
duction. Eight such genes have
leapt onto the Y from other
chromosomes, bringing its to-
tal score to 27. But these few
additions have notallayed con-
cern about the chromosome’s
long-term viability.

The Whitehead team’s new

report provides solid assur-

ance by showing that the Y’s
shedding of genes is not a

continuing process. Almostall
of its genetic self-sacrifice oc- °

curred in the distant past.

This insight was gained by
decoding the Y chromosome
of rhesus monkeys, which
shared.a common ances-
tor with humans at the time,
and retain 20 ancestral genes,
meaning those that have a
counterpart gene on the X.
Only one of these genes has
been lost in humans at some
time in the past 25 million
years, showing that the'Y chro-
mosome became essentially
stabilized long ago. _

“It's my sincere hope that
this article might put the no-
tion of the disappearing Y
chromosome to rest,” Page
said.
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our elementary
school, wondering
when we're going
to return “Fox

in Socks" (our
answer is: When

we find out how it
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to hear from
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director of the
Northwest Science
Expo.

She not only
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Edge, but she
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org), pointing out
that if you can
read this Edge you
can judge a middle
school fair and if
you have a degree,
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The following are
actual project
titles competing
in science fairs
throughout
Oregon.
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More?
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Watch Your
Temper

Was Lady Gaga
Right? Stop
Telephoning Me!
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Tumbling Toast

To See or not to
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To Plug or Unplug

To Lay or not to
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To Boulderly Go
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The Leak Proof
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Another Day?

Sticky Gloves
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It's Ice Ice Baby!
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Got Vitamin C?
Got Milk?

Got Fish?

Got Carbon
Dioxide?

Caterpillar Taste
Preference

Beat the Reaper!
Backpack Attack!

Are Permanent
Markers Really
Permanent?

An Apple a Day
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employees of the governor’s
education panel, formally ti-
tled the Oregon Education
Investment Board, have held
seven public hearings from
Pendleton to Medford, got-
ten diverse education groups
on board, made the rounds of
newspaper editorial boards
and otherwise convinced key
players, Nesbitt said.

Groups from the state
teachers union to the conser-
vative business lobby Associ-
ated Oregon Industries now
say itis important that the bill
pass as an early concrete step
toward the governor’s larger
vision for improving Oregon
education.

“We welcome the account-
ability, and we fully embrace
setting goals,” Sena Norton, a
Boring Middle School teacher
and Oregon Education Associ-
ationleader, testified. “Educa-

A m_acgg_untabﬂlty

ards. We should have recipro-
cal high standards for public
officials” to provide funding
necessary to get the job done
ell, she said.
arls, an Associated
Oregon Industries vice presi-
dent, noted the businesses in
her association employ more
than 200,000 Oregonians. “We
have a very strong interest in

' “Achievement compacts are a

critical piece.”

Eventually, Kitzhaber hopes
to create a seamless, results-
oriented early childhood-to-
college education system that
propels every student to grad-
uate from high school and 80
percent of Oregonians to a

That will require seismic
hifts and a lot more money,
rrently, more than 25 p
cent dr 100l

she said. .

get an associate’s degree or
higher.

'”‘Th/tEe—Z_H Legislature, Kitz-

haber secured broad biparti-
san support for his proposals
to start that change. But most
of the provisions were over-
arching and structural, with
specifics left to be determined
later. Some lawmakers and ad-
vocates grumbled the package
was rushed through with rela-
tively little scrutiny, and it was
unclear whether Kitzhaber’s
more specific follow-up bills
would fly.

He proposed two this year:
one to begin remaking the
landscape of early childhood
programs and the second to
create achievernent compacts
and make related changes at
schools and colleges.

That bill passed the Sen-
ate Education Committee on
a 4-1 vote last week. Even the
lone “no,” Sen. Larry George,
R-Sherwood, said favorable
things about the governor's
plans while expressing con-
cerns that local innovation
might be quashed.

By April, it'slikely that every
school board, community col-
lege board and public univer-
sity president will be weighing
the size of measurable achieve-

or school districts, deliv-
erables could include higher
raduation rates, higher
third-grade reading scores,
more students showing a full
year's growth on state tests,
more freshmen passing their
classes and smaller gaps be-
tween white, nondisabled
native English speakers and
their historically lower-scoring
counterparts.

Community colleges and
universities could end up
pledging to get more stu-
dents to earn certificates and
degrees, graduating more stu-
dents ready to work in high-
wage growth industries and
doing more to help local high

EICUNH A5y guuLativi
board. Plans forwarded b
Kitzhaber and the board
finding broad and ferveni
support at the Capitol thi
month. By April, every

school dlstnct_ﬂ'n_d_gg_lieg
could be preparing its ﬂr'
achievement compact”
the state.
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7/3nd only about 40 percent chool students geta jun

college credit.

But that's not decide
sure. Two subcommitt
the governor’s new boarc
2'%4 weeks to recommer
specifics ofwhat can anc
bein the compacts, then
in with a broad advisory
for feedback. A final de
is slated for March 13.

There will be no s
wards for schools or co
that meet their targets,
district or college that fe
short would still be func
the same formulas as su
ful ones.

But lawmakers, edu
advocacy groups and bu
leaders all heaped pra
the idea, saying a focus:
results islikely to help in
mormentum to achieve
And they said achieve
targets set by Oregon ¢
school districts are likel
more meaningful than
now dictated by the fedt
Child Left Behind Law.

Proponents of the
grounded part of thei
mism on the experie
Salem-Keizer and Tiga
alatin schools, both of
outperform districts wi
ilar demographics on
key measures and are re
ing improvement.

The superintende
both those districts ha
tified repeatedly that p
specifying the key resu
aim to achieve has be
portantto get everyone
district working towart
goals and enabled ther
fact, reach those targel

“We have been pub
ntentional about w
are intending to do ar
come very close” ton
all those targets, said
Superintendent Rob !
“That reallyis the powe
compacts.”
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