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Preface
At the end of World War II, food was insufficient in many Asian
countries. Subsequent efforts to repair war damage and to boost
food supply gradually resulted in improved food security. The rate of
improvement, however, seems to differ drastically across borders. Japan
and the Republic of Korea achieved and maintained high levels of food
security. The People’s Republic of China (PRC) and Indonesia managed
to improve the status of food security, although more remains to be done.
Nevertheless, the progress in the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea
and Pakistan was less impressive. The heterogeneity naturally leads to a
very important question: why have Asian countries differed so much in
terms of improvements in food security levels given that their economic
conditions were similar at the end of World War II?
Studies that examine differences in food security performance
among Asian countries are sparse. In this book, we fill this gap by
providing cross-country comparative perspectives on food security
improvements. Such a study can be valuable for Asian countries to
learn from each other. After all, over 500 million Asians still suffer from
hunger (over 65% of the total hungry people of the world), according to
the Food and Agriculture Organization.
Countries included in this book are Bangladesh, the PRC, Indonesia,
Israel, Japan, the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, the Republic of
Korea, Pakistan, and Singapore. These countries share some similarities
but also differ in terms of their institutional settings, natural resource
endowments, population size, and level of economic development. Our
study concludes that institutional differences are the most fundamental
determinants of divergent food security status.
The book is chiefly written for anyone who is interested in Asian food
security, including officials of national governments and international
bodies, researchers, and university students. Asia’s experience can also
be valuable in improving the food security of countries beyond Asia.
Our study has benefited enormously from assistance and support
of many individuals of various organizations. In particular, we wish to
thank our team members for their dedication and valuable contribution,
and Iva Sebastian, Samprati Pani, and Ainslie Smith for their skilful
support. The study was funded by the Asian Development Bank and
the editorial support was provided by the Asian Development Bank
Institute, to both we are most grateful.
Zhang-Yue Zhou and Guanghua Wan
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PART I

Introduction

1
Introduction:
Food Insecurity in Asia
Guanghua Wan and Zhang-Yue Zhou

1.1 Why This Book?
This book explores the issue of food security in various Asian countries,
with a special emphasis on the role played by institutions.
Achieving food security is of utter importance in any nation. However,
food insecurity still prevails in many developing countries. According to
the latest report by the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United
Nations (FAO), during 2014–2016, the number of undernourished people
in the world was as large as 794.6 million, with the vast majority—779.9
million—living in developing regions (FAO 2015a).
Asia is still home to almost 65% of the world’s undernourished,
totaling 511.7 million (FAO 2015a), despite some progress in food
security since World War II. This is disturbing and unacceptable, and
calls for urgent action.
At the national level, however, the status of food security or insecurity
varies dramatically. For example, the proportion of undernourished in
the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea amounted to a high 41.6%
over 2014–2016, but it was less than 5% in the Republic of Korea.
This proportion is 16.4% for Bangladesh and 22% for Pakistan in the
same time period, above the Asian average of 12.1%. In the People’s
Republic of China’s (PRC) the proportion is low, but the total number
of undernourished remains sizable at 133.8 million (FAO 2015a). Some
other Asian countries, such as Japan and Singapore, have done well in
improving their food security, with the proportion of undernourished
being less than 5%.
The difference in the status of food security across countries over
the past 6 decades cannot be explained by some of the conventional
arguments, such as resource endowments, country and/or population
size, level of economic development, and cultural or social differences.
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Resource endowments. Japan and the Republic of Korea have
limited agricultural resources; Singapore and Israel also have
limited resources. Yet, at the national level, these countries
do not suffer from food insecurity problems. Ironically, as
far as food security is concerned, these countries top Asia
as measured by the Global Food Security Index compiled by
The Economist Intelligence Unit (EIU 2015). Within Asia,
Singapore ranks the first, followed by Israel, Japan, and the
Republic of Korea. They all ranked high globally as well,
with Singapore being the highest ranked in second position
(EIU 2015). Many countries in Asia and beyond have better
resource endowments, yet some of them have serious food
insecurity problems. Another convincing example refers to
the PRC. The world’s most populous nation suffered from
serious food shortages before 1980, but today the food supply
is abundant even though the country is endowed with less
land and farming labor, compared with the years before 1980.
Country and/or population size. India and the PRC are the
most populous countries in the world. From 1958 to 1962,
the PRC suffered from a large-scale famine resulting in
tens of millions of deaths (Becker 1996; Yang 2008; Dikötter
2010). India has also experienced several famines since its
independence in 1947, but the death tolls were minimal.
Clearly, the size of population is not a determining factor of
a country’s level of food security. In the 1960s, the PRC had
a smaller population size, but it suffered from food shortages
chronically. Today, the PRC’s population has more than
doubled, yet its food security has dramatically improved.
Level of economic development. Many Asian countries
suffered from the effects of World War II including Japan,
the Republic of Korea, and the PRC. However, Japan and
the Republic of Korea quickly improved food availability
after the war. For the PRC, it took 30 years to do so. The
sharply contrasting stories of the Republic of Korea and
the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea are even more
convincing. When Korea was divided in 1945, both countries
were at a similar level of economic development (with the
Democratic People’s Republic of Korea being even better).
Since then, the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea has
been struggling to feed its people, while the Republic of
Korea quickly improved its food supply and has remained at
a high level of food security. (In 2012–2014, the Democratic

Introduction: Food Insecurity in Asia

•

3

People’s Republic of Korea’s average dietary energy supply
adequacy was 92, being one of the few countries in the
present times whose adequacy is below the threshold of 100.
For the Republic of Korea, this adequacy indicator stood at
137 in 2012–2014.) (FAO 2015b).
Cultural or social differences. Cultural traditions and social
settings can affect food security to some extent; however, again,
they are not determining factors. Before the separation in 1945,
the Republic of Korea and the Democratic People’s Republic
of Korea were part of the same country, with the same cultural
traditions and social settings. Today, while food availability
is no longer an issue in the Republic of Korea, the number
of undernourished in the Democratic People’s Republic of
Korea is still large, ranging from about 30% to 40% of the total
population. The PRC is another example where people, culture,
and the society remain the same, but the food security status
has changed enormously. In the pre-reform period, tens of
millions of people died of hunger or suffered chronically from
undernourishment during the the famine (1958-1962) and the
Cultural Revolution (1966–1976). This is no longer the case.

These observations appeal for a deeper analysis to identify
determining factors of food security elsewhere. It is postulated that
differences in institutions between countries are responsible for the
differences in the levels of food security between nations.
It is noted that poverty is a root cause of malnutrition, especially
micronutrient deficiencies, which primarily affect the poor and
disadvantaged. Over the last 20 years, the distribution of income has
worsened with economic growth in many, especially developing,
countries, leading to rising inequality and poverty. If left unchecked, they
could lead to social unrest, thus undermining food security. However, in
many cases, it is the poorly equipped institutions that result in poverty
and inequality.

1.2 Institutions: What Do We Mean?
“Institutions are systems of established and embedded social rules
that structure social interactions” (Hodgson 2006: 18). Five primary
institutions are found among all human groups: (1) in determining
kinship, (2) in providing for the legitimate use of power, (3) in regulating
the distribution of goods and services, (4) in transmitting knowledge
from one generation to the next, and (5) in regulating our relation to the
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supernatural (Sociology Guide 2015). These five basic institutions can
be called family institutions, political (or governmental) institutions,
economic institutions, educational institutions, and religious
institutions, respectively.
While all five institutions can affect the food security of a country,
we hold that two of them, government and economic institutions, are
the most influential. In this book, we focus on the impacts of these two
sets of institutions on food security of selected countries.
More specifically, an economic institution is the set of rules and
norms that govern the production and distribution of goods and services,
e.g., laws governing property rights and commercial transactions,
court systems, and policy organizations such as regulatory agencies. A
government or political institution is the set of rules and norms within
which governments operate, including the right to vote, responsible
government, and accountability. Governments create, enforce, and
apply laws; mediate conflicts; and make policies on the economy and
social systems.
To verify that government and economic institutions are most
important in affecting a country’s food security, we postulate:
(i) A country achieves a higher level of food security if all the
following three conditions are met:
(a) the government is elected by the citizens and is accountable
to the citizens,
(b) the government policy process is transparent, and
(c) government operations are efficient.
When these three conditions are met, a country is most likely
to achieve food security. If any one of the three is not met, a
country is unlikely to achieve its food security along all dimensions,
although partial improvement may be possible, e.g., improved food
availability.
(ii) A country achieves a higher level of food security if the market
is allowed to play a major role in coordinating food production
and distribution (except during extreme emergency food
shortages).
Many aspects of a country’s economic institutions can affect food
security. However, whether the market is allowed to play a major role is
most important. In countries where the market is allowed to work and
market failures are monitored and corrected, food security is likely to be
achieved at a higher level.
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1.3 Objectives
This book examines how institutions, especially government and
economic institutions, affect food security in various countries. It will
draw policy implications for national governments and international
bodies, through improved institutions, to reduce poverty and inequality
and to achieve higher levels of food security nationally and globally.
The specific objectives are:
• to investigate whether and how institutions of selected
countries have affected their food security status;
• to assess the role of institutions on food security compared with
other possible major factors in selected countries;
• to examine the impact of institutional arrangements on poverty
and inequality, and subsequently on food security; and
• to demonstrate how countries can learn from each other
in terms of setting institutional arrangements conducive to
achieving higher levels of food security.
A cross-country comparative approach will be used to address our
research questions and to achieve the research objectives. Representative
countries selected for in-depth case study include the PRC, Israel, Japan,
the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, and the Republic of Korea.
References will also be made to Bangladesh, Indonesia, Pakistan, and
Singapore. The findings of the country case studies will be synthesized
to demonstrate how institutions affect food security and what lessons
and experiences countries can learn from each other.

1.4 Overview of the Book
This book is divided into three parts. Part I has three chapters that set the
scene for the book. Chapter 2 reviews literature concerning food, food
security, and food security evaluation techniques, together with other issues
of Asian food security. Chapter 3 presents Asia’s food security achievements
and current and emerging challenges for improving food security.
Part II contains six chapters, providing in-depth discussions and
comparisons of food security experiences of 9 selected countries: the
PRC (Chapter 4); Japan (Chapter 5); the Republic of Korea and the
Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (Chapter 6); Israel (Chapter 7);
and Indonesia, Pakistan, Bangladesh, and Singapore (Chapter 8).
Chapter 9 compares country experiences.
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Three-fifths of the global population lives in Asia. Changes in the
status of food security in Asia, especially in the PRC and the Subcontinent
(which account for 37% of the world’s population), can have a significant
impact on global food security. It is thus useful to project how their
future food security efforts may affect food security in other parts of
Asia and the rest of the world. It is also important to examine how Asia
can learn from other countries.
Part III of the book, consisting of three chapters, assesses how the
PRC and the Subcontinent can affect global food security under various
scenarios by 2030 and 2050 (Chapter 10). It explores how Asia can
further improve its food security by learning from experiences elsewhere
(Chapter 11). The last chapter, Chapter 12, concludes the book.
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Food Insecurity in Asia
Why Institutions Matter

Achieving food security is of utter importance in any nation. However, food
insecurity still exists in many developing countries, with Asia home to almost 65%
of the world’s undernourished. This calls for urgent action.
Studies that examine differences in food security performance among Asian
countries are sparse. This book fills this gap by providing cross-country
comparative perspectives on food security improvements. Such a study can be
valuable for Asian countries to learn from each other. Country studies included
in this book are Bangladesh, the People’s Republic of China, Indonesia, Israel,
Japan, the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, the Republic of Korea, Pakistan,
and Singapore. These countries share similarities but also differ in terms of their
institutional settings, natural resource endowments, population size, and level of
economic development. This study concludes that institutional differences are the
most fundamental determinants of divergent food security status.
This book will be useful reading for anyone who is interested in food security
of individual Asian nations and Asia as a whole, including officials of national
governments and international bodies, researchers, and university students.
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