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EU PRIORITIES

I n my role as European commissioner for 
international cooperation, humanitarian 
aid and crisis response, I often visit the 
humanitarian projects we fund around 
the world. These visits have brought 

me face-to-face with the dramatic effects of 
undernutrition. The impact of chronic food 
shortage is particularly tragic on the most 
vulnerable: young children. Seeing some of 
them – often babies under two years old – in 
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nutrition feeding centres, in refugee camps and 
in disaster areas – is heart-breaking. It is also 
unacceptable that, in this day and age, so many 
children still die or suffer permanent damage 
to their development due to malnutrition. The 
Commission agrees with the World Health 
Organisation that undernutrition is the most 
important single threat to the world’s public 
health.

This is why we – politicians, 

humanitarians and activists, governments, aid 
agencies and the international community – 
need to work with even more determination 
to ensure these children have the chance 
of a healthy future and that the problem 
of undernutrition and food insecurity are 
solved in a sustainable way. This challenge 
is huge. Today, as we struggle to contain the 
hunger crisis in the Horn of Africa, another 
potential crisis is brewing – this time in the 
Sahel region of Africa. The combination of 
bad harvest after poor rainfall, rising food 
prices and the sharp fall in remittances due 
to the return of migrant workers has plunged 
into volatility an impoverished region, where 
already 300,000 children die of malnutrition 
every year according to Unicef. The risk of a 
food crisis in 2012 means this number may 
increase, evolving into a massive humanitarian 
disaster. 

Europe is moving fast to avoid this 
scenario. Building on the lessons learnt during 
the 2010 crisis in the Sahel but also on the 
response to this year’s crisis in the Horn of 
Africa, the European commission has just 
increased our humanitarian assistance to the 
Sahel region, adding €10m to the €45m we 
are already giving in that part of the world. 

“Policies to link crisis 
relief aid to development 

assistance are as important 
to tackle malnutrition as 
they are in coping with 

other disasters”
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In this way, we are protecting half a million 
lives, threatened by the food crisis. This is just 
one example of the European commission’s 
determination to fight undernutrition – a 
determination which is at the heart of our 
humanitarian promise to help save lives and 
help make them worth living.

In nutrition, saving lives equals treating 
severely malnourished children in therapeutic 
feeding centres. It also translates into concrete 
requirements for our operations such as 
providing appropriate food with sufficient and 
balanced nutrients, promoting breastfeeding, 
measuring the impact of food assistance 
through the growth of children and acting 
early in advance to safeguard nutrition before 
the spread of seasonal epidemics such as 
malaria. 

Together with targeting our nutrition 
policies so that they are most effective, the 
European commission is making sure that 
our assistance is adequate to the needs we 
face. We have increased our funding for 
both emergency nutrition and long-term 
development policies for food security. 
Direct nutrition interventions represent 10 
per cent of the humanitarian aid budget 
of the European commission. For instance 
in 2010, €125m was allocated to address 
undernutrition in humanitarian emergencies. 
This amount was complemented by €300m 
of cross-sector interventions which contribute 
indirectly to reducing under-nutrition. In 
addition, in 2010 alone the commission 
allocated €417m for more sustainable 
solutions to improve the long-term nutrition 
of the populations who are most vulnerable to 
food shortages.

The current food crisis in the Horn of 
Africa and the looming one in the Sahel 
are also a wake-up call for the importance 
of prevention and resilience-building for 
the most vulnerable. Policies to link crisis 

relief aid to development assistance are as 
important to tackle malnutrition as they 
are in coping with other disasters. So part 
of our challenge is to build a common 
understanding on how to effectively link 
humanitarian activity with development 
support and to attack undernutrition with 
the strength of all instruments we have at 
our disposal. 

In order to achieve this I work 
closely with Andris Piebalgs, my fellow 
commissioner responsible for development. 
I also seize all opportunities to lobby for 
nutrition to be higher on the development 
agenda. For instance, in September last year 
I supported the launch of the scaling-up 
nutrition (Sun) initiative in New York. Sun is 

a movement that brings together more than 
100 organisations and governments that are 
committed to uniting their efforts to fight 
hunger and undernutrition.

I firmly believe that by working together 
with determination and the right policy mix, 
we can make our nutrition support more 
efficient and accelerate progress towards 
reducing hunger and undernutrition. This 
will help tremendously to achieve six of the 
eight millennium development goals. But 
even more importantly, our success will be 
measured by saving millions of children’s lives.

“Undernutrition is the most 
important single threat to 
the world’s public health”
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