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Nutrition crisis 
prompts SOS call 
for new approach
By Thin Lei Win

With billions of people either starving or
obese, poor diets have become a leading
cause of disease and death, prompting calls

for a new approach in 2019 to how food is produced
to stem rising rates of malnutrition. Eating unhealthy
food, or not having enough food, has led to rising
rates of malnutrition, with one in eight adults globally
now obese - while one in nine go hungry and almost 2
billion lack essential vitamins and minerals.

Per Pinstrup-Andersen, professor emeritus at New
York’s Cornell University, said these figures were a
wake-up call to change the focus on food production
which for decades had aimed to boost crop yields and
calories to save people from starving.

But he said it was now time to focus on nutrients.
“You can go blind from not getting enough vitamin

A,” said Pinstrup-Andersen, who used to head the
Washington-based International Food Policy Research
Institute (IFPRI). Yet agricultural researchers have
been reluctant to shift the focus from calories to nutri-
ents, he said, arguing they are still struggling to supply
enough calories to a growing population to worry
about the quality of the diet.

But the argument for change is growing.
In January, a report by Oslo-based EAT

Foundation, which aims to transform the global food
system, launched by The Lancet, plans to propose, for
the first time, scientific targets for what constitutes a
healthy diet and sustainable food system.

Global crisis 
CGIAR, the global agricultural research network

whose annual funding of more than $900 million goes
mainly towards staple crops, also plans to intensify
efforts to address the nutrition challenge, said chair of
its management board Marco Ferroni. Economists and
scientists said another sign of change was the fact the
2018 World Food Prize, dubbed the Nobel for agricul-
ture, went to champions of nutrition - only the third
time since 1986 that nutrition-related efforts were
recognised. The prize credited Lawrence Haddad and
David Nabarro with cutting the number of stunted
children in the world by 10 million by lobbying govern-
ments and donors to improve nutrition.

Haddad, executive director of Global Alliance for
Improved Nutrition (GAIN), said poor nutrition was
now a global crisis. “In 2018, we have hunger numbers
rising for the first time in 10 years and obesity figures
going through the roof in every country. We have a
crisis but we don’t really have political leadership,” he
told the Thomson Reuters Foundation.

Still, governments and international bodies were
increasingly aware of agriculture’s role in nutrition,
said Anna Lartey, who leads the nutrition division at
the United Nations’ Food and Agriculture
Organization (FAO). The FAO started looking closely
at nutrition a few years ago, but the organization’s next
annual flagship report on hunger and nutrition would
look at obesity, she said. “This is a big change because
five years ago, people were telling me: “FAO doesn’t
do obesity. We only do under-nutrition”,” said Lartey,
former president of the International Union of
Nutritional Sciences.

SOS
Addressing malnutrition requires producing the

right kind of food and ensuring there is consumer
demand for such food, said Jessica Fanzo, a professor
at Johns Hopkins University and a lead author of the
2018 Global Nutrition report. This means more funding
to research and develop nutritious foods such as fruits
and vegetables which are currently unaffordable for
many families, she said.

Cost was critical, said Nabarro, co-winner of the
World Food Prize, adding that government policies
focused on grain subsidies needed to change to
reduce the cost of producing fruits and vegetables.

“The challenge is to ensure what is nutritious,
healthy and sustainable is available for everybody,”
said Nabarro, who now leads 4SD, a Swiss-based
social enterprise supporting sustainable development.

To change people’s eating habits, it was key to talk
about widespread problems such as diabetes and
blood pressure, and not only issues caused by long-
term malnutrition, said Haddad.

“(Malnutrition) no longer really respects geogra-
phy. It doesn’t respect age groups or income groups.
It’s affecting everybody. If you can harness that
agency, there could be powerful alliances,” he said.

The call for more funding was echoed by a global
study published this month which found by 2050, peo-
ple would still lack nutrients essential for a healthy life,
such as iron, calcium and Vitamin A.

The world would be awash in carbohydrate rich
foods, even after taking into climate change into
account, but nutrient-dense foods would be in short
supply, said the authors which included researchers
from IFPRI and University of Illinois.

The private sector needed to be involved to pro-
duce more affordable healthy food too, said Pinstrup-
Andersen. This included the processing industry which
turns “perfectly good raw materials from farmers into
unhealthy stuff”, he said, citing the use of maize to
make into high fructose corn syrup. — Reuters

By Virginie Montet

The paralysis triggered by the US government shut-
down could have unexpected consequences, such as
muddying economic statistics just as the markets

are extremely reactive to any whiff of uncertainty. More
than a week into the game of chicken between President
Donald Trump and Democrats in Congress, the publication
and recording of statistical indicators are being delayed.

With the lack of an agreement on Trump’s much-
promised wall on the border with Mexico, thousands of
government workers are forced to stay home or work
without pay due to budget shortages that are also ham-
pering the publication of certain government indicators.

“There will be no lockups for Census or BEA (Bureau
of Economic Analysis) and no posting of lockup data from
either of those organizations because of the government
shutdown affecting those agencies,” said Labor
Department spokeswoman Suzanne Bohnert, whose
agency oversees the release of those indicators under
embargo. The release of data on new home sales is so far
the only indicator to have been delayed. But if the shut-
down is still in effect after January 1, it could impact the
release of figures on construction expenses, such as indus-
trial orders, and on trade-due January 8 — which is criti-
cal for markets just as the Trump administration is involved
in a full-fledged trade war with some US allies. The closely
watched employment figures for November, usually pub-
lished the first Friday of the month, are set to be released
on January 4 on schedule because the Labor Department
still has funds to keep running its operations. In addition to
the publication of data, the very process of collecting this
information is also beginning to be compromised.

Impact on financial markets 
“Odds are that it’ll continue into January,” Grant

Thornton chief economist Diane Swonk said in a tweet.
“The impasse is already cutting into the supply of some-
thing that is essential to just about every market out there:
federal economic data. That could have an impact on mar-
kets going forward and also what the Federal Reserve
decides to do with interest rates in 2019.”

With financial markets already extremely volatile and
amid worries over tariffs with China and the Fed’s mone-
tary policy, the shutdown could add yet another layer of

uncertainty. The partial paralysis of administrative services
will likely only have a mildly negative impact on economic
growth, even though it’s more tangible in the US capital,
where affected government workers won’t get paid.

“Thousands of federal workers would either be fur-
loughed or work without pay for the duration of the shut-
down,” Oxford Economics said.

“While the economic impact of two-week partial shut-
down would be minimal-less than 0.1 percent of GDP
growth-it would add political uncertainty at an inoppor-
tune time.  “Among other things, a shutdown would affect
the release of economic indicators and disrupt the start of
the 2019 tax filing season.”  Washington Mayor Muriel
Bowser urged Trump to find a solution to end the stale-

mate, noting the capital’s 170,000 federal workers “pay
the highest price.” These furloughs also have unexpected
consequences for the private sector.

On Friday, the National Association of Realtors
expressed concern about the shutdown’s impact on home
sales. “Very disappointingly, flood insurance has not been
available during the government shutdown... which means
that roughly 40,000 homes may not get transacted
because it requires flood insurance in order to get a mort-
gage,” NAR chief economist Lawrence Yun said. “Any time
there is a government shutdown, consumer confidence
may be dampened, so even if they have the cash, they may
not spend the money, and that will hold back economic
growth, so it’s bad news all around.” — AFP 

US shutdown threatens to unsettle economy

Modi’s clampdown 
on e-commerce 
may not win votes 
of small retailers
By Manoj Kumar

India’s new curbs on e-commerce companies may not
be enough to win over small store owners and traders
in next year’s general election, with the key voting bloc

still seething over what it sees as broken promises by
Prime Minister Narendra Modi.

From Feb 1, e-commerce firms such as Amazon.com and
Walmart-owned Flipkart Group will not be able to sell
products from companies in which they have an equity
interest or form exclusive agreements with sellers.
Intended to prevent predatory pricing and deep discount-
ing, the curbs follow intense lobbying by India’s many mil-
lions of small shopkeepers and the middlemen who serve
them, particularly after Walmart this year spent $16 billion
to acquire Flipkart.

The sector, which includes an estimated 25 million small
store owners, largely supported Modi in the 2014 general
election. While seeing the new rules as a step in the right
direction, many small businesses feel too much damage
has been done after Modi went back on promises that he
would not allow the entry of foreign companies into the
domestic retail sector. “We clapped and voted for Modi
believing in his promises. But what have we got is just a
slap on our face,” said Pankaj Revri, president of a furni-
ture market association in central Delhi.

The curbs, announced on Wednesday, surprised foreign
e-commerce firms as little had been done by the govern-
ment despite over three years of lobbying by domestic

retailers. Modi’s Hindu nationalist Bharatiya Janata Party is
widely viewed as panicking after losing five state elections
this month. The government, which must hold a general
election by May, is also expected to come up with new
support programs for farmers as their opposition grows
due to low crop prices. An opinion poll by TV channel ABP
News this week predicted Modi’s party could fall short of
a majority if the opposition forms an effective alliance in
the national election.

Earnings halved
B C Bhartia, president of the Confederation of All India

Traders, said some small businesses had seen earnings
more than halve in the last few years as they struggle to
compete with low prices offered by the American-con-
trolled behemoths. “The last minute policy change is too
little and too late,” he said.

In particular, retailers and traders believe Modi turned
a blind eye to what they say was the use of policy loop-
holes by major e-commerce companies to offer heavy dis-
counts that allowed them to seize market share for goods
such as electronic items. Asked about those accusations,
Amazon India said in a statement that it had always oper-
ated “in compliance with the laws of the land” and that had
more than 400,000 small and medium businesses on its
marketplace. Flipkart declined to comment on the specific
allegations. Small Indian businesses have also been bruised
by other Modi policies, including a sudden ban on the use
of high-value currency notes in late 2016 and the launch of
a national sales tax in 2017, both of which raised compli-
ance costs. Bhartia said if the government was serious
about the concerns of small traders, it should prosecute
violators of trade rules and appoint an independent regu-
lator to curb malpractice. A government official told
reporters on Thursday the administration could consider
demands for a regulator in its new e-commerce policy,
expected to be released in the coming months.

A September report by PricewaterhouseCoopers esti-
mated online commerce in India would grow 25 percent a
year for next five years, hitting $100 billion a year by 2022.

The new curbs could harm those growth prospects and
discourage some foreign investors, said investment con-
sultants. “Sentiment is definitely hurt,” said Harminder
Sahni of retail consultant Wazir Advisors, adding that the
policy suggested online retail business should only be
done by Indians.

Amazon said in its statement it was evaluating the new
guidelines to engage as necessary with the government so
it could remain true to its vision of “transforming how
India buys and sells and generating significant direct and
indirect employment.” Flipkart said the advent of e-com-
merce had created hundreds of thousands of jobs and “the
industry was set to be a major growth driver for the Indian
economy and create millions of jobs in the future.”

“It is important that a broad market-driven framework
through the right consultative process be put in place in
order to drive the industry forward,” it added. The govern-
ment boasts of attracting nearly $223 billion foreign
investment in the last four years, compared with about
$152 billion in the previous four years. — Reuters

NEW DELHI: In this file photo taken on May 10, 2018 an Indian
protester holds a placard slogans against Walmart, around
the time of its deal with Indian online sales giant Flipkart, in
New Delhi. — AFP

SAN YSIDRO, California: Shoppers walk towards the San Ysidro Port of Entry after making purchases at outlet malls
along the US/Mexico border on Saturday in San Ysidro, California. President Donald Trump has threatened to shut
down the border if he doesn’t get over 5 Billion in funds for a border wall. — AFP


