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The landscape of food access and sustainability is rapidly changing in the SEARO/WPRO region 
due to a number of factors. The region is growing in more ways than one: economically, culturally, 
and population-wise, and all of these factors contribute to its ability to maintain sustainable access 
to food within the region and beyond. As the region grows more and more economically, we see a 
cultural shift in how aspects of globalization impact people’s lives and how food and ideas native 
to the region are exported to other regions and cultures. We begin to see Western fast food chains 
appearing in cities such as Beijing and New Delhi since the 1980s and 1990s, which has led to 
pushback and movements to preserve cultural identity in some nations in the region. For example, 
Koreans are holding onto their kimchi, and the Japanese are implementing school programs to 
preserve their food culture.

Despite the increasing abundance of global food choices in both rural and urban communities, 
local food options are facing various challenges from the growing population in the region and the 
decline of the agricultural industry. In SEARO/WPRO in particular, climate change is of huge concern 
due to flooding from natural disasters along the coastline and rural rice fields of Southeastern Asia. 
This seriously disenfranchises small-scale farmers and agricultural communities, particularly in 
Oceania and Southeast Asia. These areas comprise a large portion of the food systems in Asia, and 
yet are not well equipped to deal with large-scale natural disasters.

SUMMARY
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Lastly, food safety continues to be an overwhelming issue as bustling cities try to serve enough 
food to feed their populations with very little regulation. Ongoing issues surrounding food-borne 
illnesses start as early in the food system chain with the overuse of pesticides in growing produce, 
and reach the end of the food system chain with the spread of bacteria from non-potable water in 
restaurants and street vendors.

Overall, the state of access to food in the SEARO/WPRO region is concerning on many levels, and 
as such, any viable solution to the issues will have to be multi-faceted and culturally sensitive. 
For more specific information about individual nations in the SEARO/WPRO region, visit the Food 
and Nutrition Security Country Profiles. Pay close attention to the extent of the double burden of 
disease, legislative initiatives, and easily scalable best practices in the nation when devising a 
solution to the issue at hand. 
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The globalization of food has played a pivotal role in the production, distribution, and consumption of food 
worldwide. South-East Asia’s diet surrounds much around seafood due to its geographical location along bodies of 
water. Additionally, rice--a staple crop--provides a source of food for much of the region. The region heavily relies 
on a plant based diet with very little fat intake.8 While the Western Pacific region countries such as the Philippines 
have diets consisting majorly of cereal and cereal products along with fruits and vegetables, the region lacks 
a substantial protein intake. Similar to South-East Asia, rice serves as a staple food for many Western Pacific 
countries coupled with poultry, fish or meat.10 With the role of globalization, these diets characteristic of each 
region have shifted.

Countries such as Hong Kong and Pacific Islands have taken advantage of the benefits of imported foods, as fruits 
and meat increase variety in the culinary landscape. However, while imported foods provide a cheaper and more 
convenient way of accessing food, foods such as salted meats also result in lower nutrient density and higher 
fat within the countries’ diets.10 Although the South-East Asian Region traditionally is inclined to having hot and 
well-cooked food, in recent years urban areas have transitioned to processed, frozen, and convenient fasts foods. 
Given that Kentucky Fried Chicken has spanned to 4260 locations within China in the last 30 years, fast foods and 
street vendors are quickly becoming ubiquitous throughout South-East Asia.9
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FAST FOOD IN CHINA
Yum! Brands started off as an American company, and placed its first Kentucky Fried Chicken restaurant in 
China in 1987 with great success. By 2017, the popularity of KFC in China is well established, even outnumbering 
McDonald’s, with over 5,600 Chinese restaurants in more than 1,200 cities. In 2016, however, the company decided 
to spin off its Chinese branch, Yum China, into another company that owns and operates all Yum! Brand (KFC and 
Pizza Hut) Chinese locations. In effect, Yum China is now a Chinese company selling distinctly American cuisine. 
KFC’s arrival in China in the 1980s sparked the rapid growth of fast food in the nation, inspiring several other 
local fast food joints such as Dicos (Taiwanese fried chicken) and Ajisen (Japanese noodles) to capitalize on 
the fast food market. To compete with other chains, however, KFC was able to tailor its western menu to China’s 
tastes specifically, by altering spice levels in the spicy chicken and offering breakfast items that were culturally 
specific. Thus, the line between western food and eastern tastes began blurring. Today, KFC stands as the shining 
example of all other American fast food chains as they attempt to break into the Chinese market. Even in 2018, 
KFC continues to be the largest and most popular fast food chain in China.11 However, globalization of food, 
particularly in the urban areas, has also potentially increased the risk of obesity within the region. Obesity among 
the young urban population in China has almost doubled since 1989. Additionally, due to fast food increase in 
China, the national average fat intake has increased to 28% in urban areas.10 

As a means of convenience and westernization, South-East Asia and Western Pacific countries have evolved 
their diets in part due to globalization of food. Though staple foods such as rice and native foods remain within 
the region, fast foods and imported foods have been on the rise. Consequently, health problems such as obesity 
and the double burden of malnutrition have become increasingly prevalent and of major concern. Ultimately, he 
unbalanced and lack of nutrient rich diets throughout the South-East Asian and Western Pacific regions should be 
considered when writing the working paper. 



5

 
Asia is the world’s most populous continent, and its growth shows no signs of stopping or slowing in the near 
future. Currently, the 4.5 billion people on the continent comprise nearly 63% of the global population, a number 
that’s expected to grow to 5.3 billion by 2050.1 As the continent of Asia makes up a large majority of the SEARO/
WPRO region, the growth of Asia and neighboring economies is highly relevant to the entire region. With so many 
mouths to feed, creating robust, effective, and sustainable food systems is absolutely necessary in order to 
maintain access to nutritious food in the SEARO/WPRO region.
 
One major concern for food security in SEARO/WPRO stems from the effects of climate change.2 Many coastal 
Asian nations depend on marine ecosystems for sustenance, but fisheries are expected to lose $58 billion by 2050 
due to climate change. 26,000 children are expected to die annually from climate change-related malnutrition 
by 2030, rice fields in Southeast Asia will lose production from flood damage, and small-scale farmers are 
increasingly leaving the agricultural industry due to its difficulties.3 Due to these climate changes, SEARO/WPRO 
is increasingly turning to unhealthy, imported foods as its own food systems struggle to sustain its growing 
population. As a result, this is leading to shortages in foods for a variety of populations, and poorer nutrition 
overall. The following two case studies demonstrate how nations are increasing support for small-scale farmers—
despite the effects of climate change—in order to push the industry forward:

USAID PARTNERSHIP IN MICRONESIA INCREASES LOCAL CROP RESILENCY 4

The Federated States of Micronesia are facing a double burden of disease; an increased amount of imported 
packaged foods has led to increased rates of diabetes, heart disease, and obesity, while young children are 
still malnourished due to micronutrient deficiencies. Due to recent climate changes and subsequent saltwater 
contamination in the soil and water, farming has become more difficult in the atoll islands, forcing migration to 
larger islands, where farming conditions continue to be suboptimal. 

To address these issues, USAID partnered with the College of Micronesia to increase food security by 
implementing a home gardening program more resistant to flooding and other natural disasters. The project 
has contributed to the island economy, as surplus from home gardens are sold to restaurants on the island. 
Furthermore, households on the island of Yap were supplied with portable rainwater harvest bags that can hold up 
to 350 gallons of freshwater in the event of saltwater contamination or natural disaster.
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PRIVATE PARTNERSHIPS WITH RURAL FARMERS IN TIMOR-LESTE 5,6

To’os Ba Moris Di’ak (TOMAK) is an Australian-funded initiative in Timor-Leste that was designed based on the 
successful Australian Seeds of Life agricultural program. The agricultural industry in Timor-Leste has not kept 
pace with the growing economy of the nation, leaving many without reliable access to affordable, nutritious food. 
TOMAK works in 66 villages, blending health and nutrition education with private partners to bring economic 
growth to rural, agricultural areas. Their education goals are to increase health literacy about anemia, malnutrition, 
safe storage of food products, and dietary diversity. In addition, TOMAK works with both the government and 
private actors to sell rural produce from small farms, bolstering the economy of this region and making nutritious 
food more available in rural communities.
 
Affordability of food in the SEARO/WPRO region is also of concern. Since 2000, the prices of rice, corn, wheat, 
urea, and oil have all increased dramatically,2 thus increasing both supply and demand of food production. 
Furthermore, inefficient government systems create greater barriers to access to food. For example, in India, an 
estimated 58% of the food intended for poor households through their public assistance program is lost in transit, 
creating unnecessary costs and inefficiencies in the system. In China, the price of vegetables in urban areas has 
steadily increased, while the price of sugar and oil has decreased in the past decade. The following case study 
demonstrates how one government is struggling to maintain affordability for local, nutritious produce:
 
IMPORT TAXES IN MICRONESIA AFFECT FOOD AFFORDABILITY 7

The Federated State of Micronesia places a 3% import tax on imported food items that cannot be produced on the 
island and a 25% import tax on goods such as fish, which are vital to the Micronesian economy. The lower 3% rate 
was implemented to increase access to imported foods, as well as to reduce food insecurity by making food more 
affordable. Although this 3% rate improves food security in terms of affordability, it downplays the role of locally 
produced food in the country’s overall economy. Additionally, all other material imports are taxed at 4%, resulting 
in two effects. First, material inputs (such as fertilizer or tools) that are necessary for agriculture and industry are 
taxed at a higher rate than imports, making the local production of many foods both more expensive and more 
labor intensive than importing that same food. Second, the low tax makes imported processed foods cheaper than 
fresh, locally grown foods, encouraging unhealthy eating habits that lead to high rates of obesity and diabetes. 
Indeed, the import of processed carbohydrates (instant noodles, flour, rice, etc.) to FSM more than tripled from 
2000-2012, but no such growth was seen in the consumption of healthy fruits and vegetables.
 
Food security in the SEARO/WPRO region faces many challenges. In particular, flooding and natural disaster from 
climate change are heavily impacting the agricultural business in the region, thus driving up the prices of everyday 
foods such as rice and oil. Case studies from this region show that supplying citizens with reliable access to 
nutritious and affordable foods may be difficult, but could be possible using a multifaceted approach. Each nation 
should think carefully about how they can manage the prices of both locally grown and imported foods while 
prioritizing those foods that can supply the most nutrients at the lowest price for their citizens. 
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Diets heavily based in plant foods and lacking in diversity, has led to an insufficient Vitamin A and iodine intake, 
resulting in increases of anemia throughout the SEARO and WPRO regions.12 Foodborne illnesses present as large 
challenges in securing safe access to food throughout the regions. While there are 5 billion cases of diarrhea 
worldwide among children younger than 5 South-East Asia presents with an annual 3.2 billion cases of diarrhea in 
children.12 Another challenge that both regions face is the presence of food borne parasites, particularly aflatoxin 
which is caused by mold growth on grains. Seventy percent of worldwide cases of aflatoxin originates from the 
Western Pacific region.  

In recent years, the two regions have been struggling with the economic and social impacts of the double burden 
of malnutrition. The South-East Asian region accounts for more than 70% of malnourished children worldwide.12 

This is due to undernutrition in the forms of stunting, micronutrient deficiencies, and wasting. The lack of a 
protein-energy diet consisting of refined cereals and cereals in these regions also contributes to the prevalence 
of malnutrition. Stunting poses another obstacle in both regions because of inadequate maternal nutrition. 
Overnutrition in countries like Japan have led to an array of other health problems including childhood obesity, 
diabetes, and hypertension. The shift towards processed and imported foods is partly responsible for at least ten 
of the Pacific island countries to have more than 50% of its population overweight.15 

THAI STREET FOOD: FOOD CONTAMINATION
Although street food is a staple part of the Thai diet for locals and tourists alike, the lack of regulation surrounding 
street food vendors often leads to widespread diarrheal illness. The Clean Food, Good Taste project was launched 
in 1989 by the Ministry of Public Health in conjunction with the Thai Tourism Authority in order to reduce the 
incidence of foodborne illness.14 Today, over 85,000 street food vendors and 50,000 have participated in the 
voluntary program.14 Street vendors must abide by twelve standards of operation to receive the Clean Food, Good 
Taste designation and certificate. Some examples of guidelines include: clean drinking water must be stored in 
covered containers, food additives must be approved by authorities, and cookware must be kept a certain distance 
away from the ground. Due to the success of this WHO-approved program, Thailand is now looking to implement 
more comprehensive standards of operation and universal sanitations and waste management guidelines under 
their new Clean Standard Wet Market program. 



 
Certain policies have been created in order to address the multifaceted issue of nutrition and illnesses. The 
Regional Nutrition Strategy is intended to help member states develop methods to promote and prioritize nutrition 
through healthy life-styles. This strategy is geared towards addressing pressing nutritional challenges like 
malnutrition, micronutrient deficiency, obesity, and other chronic illness within South-East Asia.16 Similarly, WPRO 
created a Western Pacific Regional Food Safety Strategy addressing inspection services, food training safety and 
education, and improving food control and coordination throughout the region.17  Apart from the initiatives that 
the Regional Nutrition Strategy is organizing, countries are attempting to combat the burden independently. For 
example, Indonesia joined the Scaling Up Nutrition (SUN) movement, and promoted breastfeeding over breastmilk 
substitutes in order to help combat micronutrient deficiency and child malnutrition.13 The SEARO/WPRO needs to 
focus on efforts to promote and enforce the need for education on sanitation and foodborne illness prevention, 
while also focusing on efforts to reduce the double burden of malnutrition. 
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