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The Agricultural Development Council is a field­
based organization investing in hunian 
resources through an extensive program of 
educational activities. The Council is dedicated 
to developing, among South and Southeast 
Asian countries, a broader awareness and 
expertise in meeting the major challenges of 
raising agricultural production and promoting 
rural development, as well as achieving a more 
equitable distribution of the gains from 
development. 

The Council's training, research, publications 
and seminar programs focus on the 
socioeconomic issues that accompany the 
foregoing concerns. Its current priorities include: 

Irrigation and Water Management 
Renewable Resources (land, water, forests) 
Employment and Rural Labor Markets 

The Council, with personnel and funding from 
international sources, operates chiefly through a 
network of staff Associates stationed in Asian 
countries. 

The Research and TrainTng Network is designed 
to identify research and training needs through a 
seminar program which provides a forum for 
communication and cooperation among the 
academic, private and governmental experts 
and their counterpqrts in the Third World. 
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IMPROVING THE EFFECTIVENESS OF FOOD AID:
 
A REPORT OF THE SEMINAR
 

Gordon 0. Nelson 

Food aid offers an important potential mechanisil fbr trans­
f'erring real resources. In recent years food aid has become scace rsoucc,hu-gely because world co,,m­
an increasi ngiv scarce r-c sol , arevl.1 as vidci~ 
mercial demand for fbodgrains has increased more rapidly 
than the agricultural surpluses produced 1y developed 
countries. And the absolute volume of fOod aid has dimin­
ished since its hey(vy in the 1960s. Nevertheless, fiod aid 
continues to play a significant role in total foreign aid, espe­
cially in several large, fbod deficit coiintries, and it is likely 

to remain an i iloprtant element in the development assis­
tance arena for some time. 

Experience has shown that food alid can he used exten­

sively to promote social and economic (Leweloplmelnt. low­

ever, as most ohservers point out, the hill potential of this 
resource has rarely I ee, realized. The celtral question is, 
How can food aid )est be used as an instrument for devel­
opmem t? A number of related questions also come to mind: 
What are the links Ietwern food aid and deve!,)pmnit? 
What, within the overall goal ol ecmolic and socia! devel­
opment, are the varying o.iectives that diflefvent countries, 
with different en'ironmellts, hold? What sorts of policies 
might successfully achieve these obJectives? And what are 
the requirements for the effective implementation and man­
agement of ',,od aid programs? 

Recognizing the importance of these issues and fbllowing 
up on its earlier seminar on fbod aid, the Agricultural De­
velopment Council's Research and Training Network organ­
ized and sponsored a seminar on "Imlroving the Develop­

an ierea~n~l 


1 



mental Eflectivcness of*Food Aid," which met ill Colomb o, 
Sri Lanka, Augu st 18-20, 1980.' The overall piUrlposo of the 
seminar was to enablc expert; whose eXpericnce with food 
aid covered a wide range of' issues ainld activities to explore 
the kinds of policies tlat night in'tCase the cHictiveiewss of 
food aid in prio ting d ]velopmnt . I lo)ding thei scminar in 
Asia also reflected all IIN cn)lc(nl tI make use of Asian 
countries' I<bug cXperielicc with foo10d aid progflnlis atid to 
include as participaits a lul-ilbur of eXpcrts' fr)nl collltiies 
currently ieceiviig 1t00d aid. This s'miil particil)anits rep­
resented reciliut-cliltry gwIvelt11leit agre! cics cihtrgecLd with 
food programtmiing a; well as del)artelents of the United 
States goverilmet that a(htillister food(1 aid programs, uini­
versities and voll tccr agetcics itlscvcral coilltrws, aind in­
ternational olrganizatiotns. 

This rClport (M's 11)t sultunarizc the )toccc(liigs of the coit­
ft'reice. Hlathier, it is an ititctlprti'vc acnitt of*the discussions 
geceratcd by the live ia>jor l)t'esltatiots-ttill of* which ap­
peat , with this re)ort, as ci al)tcts in a recenut A/1)/C tnollo­

gta3li-o, t'SI)ctivel,, the r'elatiotn i(f fod aid to cconlouitic 
and dievelopluulet sttategv, the ilatittI' of fod aid t'slCttccs at1)( 
their ('flects Ol al ccniont\', !Io+lt aid as all iiisttt liucilt of liit;tiani 
calital ftmation, and (lecisiou maill id impletiontatiii of' 
food ail p'ogrlms ill a rcuipi ut coutttry. The ftlfthl paper., prc­
sctited orally, oiftlrecd ideas ftofiti c r'csalcli that arc disc ssed 
ill the last scctiol of this tcpot't. The setliiar aretda. l)artici­
pants, and papets pc;m iitcd at'c appelidcd to this t'epiot. 

This 1cf)ort atttlil)ts to highlight thilat'1a, issies I' the seun­
itn"a anid to give the i'eader.atl idea of' the atreas iti which partici­
paltts t'eachichd getutal agt'cctclt and 'of,those it which they 
dilt-red. The cp(rt ldso r'i\'ews .Soni itortant issites that 
\vetc discsscod Ibricfh (Itt'iuug the seiiinatr but that will reqire 
fiutther considlration. 

MAJOR ISSUES 

Food aid issues are highly interrelated. Ilnevita'oly, discus­

'lThe lR'lN scmnar (m "Imlehmentation of United ,Stale,, F"ood Aid-TleI Ill," 
was held at Plrili-llli, Janulairy 15-16, l,979+. 



sions about o)od aid touch onl most of the major development 
and wellhre issues fiacing developing countries. Although the 
::eminar discussions generally fi)lowed the varying themes 
of the five presentati)ns, the sections of this report redefine 
these themes somcwhat in order to consolidate the account. 

Production-Coivsumption Reconciliation 

In most recipient countries, food aid aflcts the entire fiod 
system through supply and demand shifts which, in turin, 
aihct market prices. Il'he traditional conflict between the 
finmer's wish for higher prices as iaincentive to increase 
productioni and the constiter's wish for lower prices that 
viii make it possi)le to increase or pr)tcct consumption 
poses a clear pr)blem for th (osewho are attempti g to fit fbod 
aid programs into gieneral welfire and ( eveloplment strate­
gies. 

Until recently, analvsis of, fbod aid policies and programs 
has focused i(nthe pr(oiductiotn effects of' su ch aid, i)articu­
larly its price (isitncentive efkct. Increasingly, howexer, it is 
)eing recc(ignized that l(were(i pro(luctioJn incentives need 

tr ot necessarily be the rcsilt of fBod aid inports. Fo r exam­

pie, price disi ncentive effects !or produicers can lbe mod ified 
by using fBod aid, in a variety of ways, to increase demand. 
And 10(1 aid til he is(( (irectly t( iicr,ase agricultral 
prodiuctivity, as through publici'works (c.g., fiicd-fbr-xwork) 
projects. No)reoiver, althogth incetnti'es Iay bc tieces­glprice 
sary they a,' rawcly sufficietnt to increase production; tech­
ti(l)gical change in the form of modern agricultural inlluts 
is crucial to increasiig productiotn in ]ost (levl(oping colil­
tries. 

lFn()ill the cotistIll ptiotn perspectiv'e, lo)ered food prices 
as a resutlt ot fbod a ldimports can be extremely hCiplitl to 
c(insttfllels ill fod deficit developinig coiunttries. As Engel's 
Law implies, the p ior-ierie Ohw narginal fallner and the 
landless wxorkcr-are particularly sensitive to fi)od prices. 
Ihe higher prices that enc'itage producti(in will discourage 

consttmpti(in a(Iioil Poor people at( will significatntly lower 
their real incomes Thus in most developing countries, higher 
food prices d( have legitimate welfic implications. And this 
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is true not only in urban areas, fbr many-in some countries, 
nmostt-farmers are net purchasers of food. 

There are a numlber of wax's of'alleviati ng the problems of 
both c,,_onsumers and pro(ducers, but miost tend to be costly. 
Food aid can b e targeted to poorer groups, for example, but 
in the expericnice of wist seii ar participants the very poor­
est people arc difficult, if iu t impoissilble, to reach. In the 
View of* scve1ral particilpauts, tie magnitude (f the poverty 
problem in Iliaiv coillitrics prechldes targeting fo(d aid on a 
meaningfid scale. And l)roducers call )e offered price incell­
tives through guaranteedl procllrllelt plalls hbt onlh'at col­
sidlerable expense. 

One of'the c. 'tnl points of(disc'us.Sioll ill the seni imar, and 
one on which the participaits generally agrecd, was the po­
tential usefiliness of' fbod aid as a melans of' )rid:ging the giap 
between short-rii (I)(,tweln six nIolitlhs and six years) Con­
sumptionl reluirements and long-run increases in atricuil­
tiiiral productivity. To1 (jllote me )articipant, "Food aid re­
sources can be used to increase the degrecs of' freecdom 
available to policymakers ill food dcficit countries" who con­
front this findaniental prodlic'tioii-Co()silmption dilemma. 
One strategy, for exampie is to ise traleoffs1between coni­
inodities-such as betweeii wheat and rice-to serve both 
coinst mers' andIprodicers, needs better. The strategy of*us­
ing food aid as a siol't-rnin measure requires detailed analy­
sis and understanding of a particular country's food system 
and a real commitment to developing that couniry's agricul­
tu re. 

Finally, participants repeatcdly voiced their concern about 
the knowled'e gap oin the consumption s;idc of the equation. 
They expressed a strong plea ti more analytic work in this 
area, pointing ou itour need f'r ans wers to such questions as, 
What are the dvamuics of' fod aid vis-A-vis consiumption 
and iiicomes ? f low are the Iienefits and costs of, various fbod 
aid progranms distrilbu ted across income groups? What are 
the limits of, onlri current analytic techniq(ies in exploring 
these questions? 
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Human Capital Investment 

The use of fiod aid in the development of' human capital 

is a topic that was touched on at the 1979 RTN food aid 

seminar but disciissed in depth only at the present meeting. 

we have tended to view fbod aid as a welfareTraditionally, 
instrument, not an investment resource. III uict, however, as 

one participant pointed out, using food aid to improve nutri­

ton and health and to ii i rease participatien in education can 

be viewed as a real investment expenditure that increases 

long-tern1- labor productivity, especially when comb ined with 

investments in capital and land. 

The human capital approMch to tood aid attempts, through 

targeting progran 's of various types, to channel thod-aid re­

source transfers to those groups that make up the most vul­

nerable segnient of the populaticn. The income trails fer f'ron 

targeted programs such as those 60r food stamps, 
iaternal-child health support, atd school h1inches not only 

increases real inlomes of recipients and thus total demand 

but ei hances the get eral quality of lii,and leads eventually 
to eccoonic effiicc ncv and growth. 

The objectives and logic (of'thehut.man capital approach to 

food aid are compelling, and as stated, they met with little 

resistance from seminar participants. A mmlcr of people, 
however, did raise some pertinent issues regarding the prac­

tical)ility of'the approach and the lack of tnpirical support 

fbr it. In fact, an issue that was raised repeatedly throughout 

the seminar was the p)roverlbial question of' equity versus 
ar­growth. The proponents of' the hiin capital approach 

gued that this traditional dichiotomy is a fdse one, mch 

experience from the field, lowever, suggests otherwise. 

With respect to practicality, one obvious issue is that of* 

cost. Targeted programs cost literally two, thiriee, and finir 

times the CIF cost of' the fbod aid commodities they use, 

according to one participant. What then is thlopp')rtuinity 

cost of the extn-developnient resources tre( i renl for targeted 

programs? A second issue is the scale of fbod aid required 

in a given co)Illtrv to imllement the human capital approach. 

One participant, attempting to estimate the amount of tbod 

aid needed to establish a meaningfid, broad-based school 
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lhneh program il l3angladesh,,concluded that tile amount 
was roughly double the al ready large quantity of current 
fboclgrai n imports. A thir issue cen ters on logistic and leak­
age problems of talgeted programs. Several participants from 
volunteer and donor agencies noted that commodities may 
sometimes be "lost" or niv I1ye misdirectedi so that the in­
tenled beneficiaries iCVer receive then). Finally, partici­
pants raised the question of' what the experience Ihas been 
of countries that have fillowed al eqllita)le, broad-based 
0o(1 di strilblition stnTegy, particularly vis-a-vis pro(ductivity. 

In the case of, Sri Lanka ano Kerala, 1in' example, the con­
nection l)etween so)cial services andi economic growth does 
not appear to be strong. Perha)s it is too soon to make infkr-

The real question is, Why has the improvement in qluality 
of lifie not vet led to increased productivity and growth? In 
the al)sence of a diyam ic, efficient econonily, using foo aid 
primarily as an instrument fri uman capital development 
seems sipn)ly to spill a country I economic wheels. Some 
participants suggested thmt because iii many countries the 
poorest of society's groulps live peristeitly below subsis­
tence level, targete(l kiod aid programs can o l help to pre­
vent deterioration of' the stock of' human capital-they cannot 
add t) it. Thuis a catching-up phase may be rejquired befbre 
targeted food programs can begini to aflect productivity and 
growvth. 

Implementation and Management 
The operational aspect of' food aid programs is often just 

as important as the overall policy and planning aspect. A 
certain technical competence-apart from that needed in 
p,' licy making analysis-is require( to monitor, adjust, andI 
evaluate (lay-to-(lay operations. And the problems encoun­
tered in such )perations cail be trily I()o'i i(r lolis: foriexample, 
compiicateci negotiations and ordering, international tran s­
port lags and bottlenecks, pressures oii limitedl domestic in­
fi'astructure capacity, andi stock management difficulties. Thus 
fbod aid 1programs reqtuire a high level of technical and man­
,gerial competence in ordler to operate smoothly and to meet 
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desired olbJectives. This reluirement is particularly strong 

now, when vorld fVOodgrain markets are ftuctuating; in fIct, 

however, 1t(daid flows will C()lti on( to Ie itrellar )ecall'se 

of their natur ias wel Ias tie market. 
Clearly, to) tiIlcltak si ich lieav\ alllytic alt l(decision 

making responisilbilitic's, re'cilpitllt C-()Ilultri(s must fiurther de­

d with tlhse re1S()t­velop the capacities of p(ers'oel cha11ge1
gnt'ritl, allyt ii d l c~apab~ilitiessilbilitics. III ' mtl)ageu~trial 

tend to be sac(tte illdevehlpi ig ('1il ti(es; il particutlar, per­

sonliel trailttd ili food polic altalvsis are ratec. Tle pr(l)leAi, 

however, is iI)t I)O(i-sided. Alt! l dl (tl ilur pTrticipants 

from t1(-aid i (.11 l phasized suchrc('eimi it ies stl'()Il' emI 

countries, leuds illthis ala, l)arti'ipatlts als() toted that 

tmatny' (10110s flace a Seriouts shortage o)!' who area tlv'sts 

trained itl101 issues tIthir km((d aid pro­tbid (icy 1elat( to 
gram ies51)fsil)ilitics. 

The deinatiad h0 Ip)(olicy analysts ailo 1,or analysis of 

fbOod issues is likely to motitimic to ouitrilt su)ply ll .some 

time eveti if" in the neat filture, dolors mlake greater com­

mitineots to trait ilig, k1,lowsl!ips, at d researl . Two new 
inter'|ttiot al ag4l cis-tlte \\ Fo(d (ucil and the Iln­

ternatioltal "0(1Policy Reseatch Itistitite--have l)egttn an­

alytic work on fiod aid issues. 
Another major pr)blem lt recipient countries in inmple­

menting f()od aid pro) (oo0ditatiotrtns isthIe lack ()f' Ibe­

tween domiestic agencies and I etwexee these agencies and 

fbreign dotots. \I(lst of tile senminar i)articipants rec gn ized 

the desiral)ilitv ()fgreat c(ordination at all levels, bltt no 
Thesuggestions as to how to I) irweed were og. Thrth 

problen is not utnilue to *(1()(1aid programnnittg; it a'tcts aid 
programls ingeneral. 

Micro Training-Macro Issues 

Nlany eco oni ists who deal with food aid have 1 een trained 

mote In i icro) that) it Ilactr) econ)nmiics, vet many key Ibod 
aid issues are t)acro in tnatlle: lor example, taxation (direct 

and indirect); investment; employment; and, particulatly, 
wage policy. The ttaditional starti ng poi nt lt 1i(1(1 aid anal­

.sis-partial analysis of* a system's C()t)l)lot ts-ca ries a 
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bias in fiivor of Compartment'liz ation. 3it food aid works 
thl-ro)iigh recipient (ec)nomiesiiia Variety of uomplicated, in­
terrelated ways that affect tlhe sy'steil its a xhole. 

A recurrent thenii at the semiiiar \w'as the importance of 
the link-hindanietital in n(st (k'evelhpill couintry econom­
ics-betweell food policy at(d wage poli. (Consum)tion 
decisions and la) )(r-1isedecisi() is ate two key fitctors that are 
linked at the iticto level atn( tiat are itecessary precut rsors 
to nmacro-le,vel )olicy niakiitg. Ecotmoiists, howev(tr, are only 
just beginning to) i lcide wage rate aid wage policy faictors 
in their malysus (o find aid. Clearly the kniowledge gap is 
wide. But, ,ccor(lillg to) (onci semiitar I)articipat t, 0o0(1 aid as 
it wage good is likely to )ecom e azi iticreasigly in)ortant, 
I)erhaps the lout illait, (qui estion ill fhitre. 

AREAS OF CONSENSUS 
Semitnar participants found themselves il agreement oi a 

lntml)er of issues--iSsues that Centered ti';und iml)ortant 
fiictors in the programiting ()f Ifbod aid fbr dhvelopment. Per­
laps te\n more importtanit that to)nsensus oil any one issue, 
however, was the r;.,alizatioii that.jist a te'w years ago, agree­
ment oin some oftie nmatters would plohl)al)fy not have been 
ach ieved. 

* 	 Food aid is a teal resiurce that (ill be Iused in it 
variety of ways to lpr)oote development. Foo)d aid 
resources are likelh to I e part of thl, aid picture fbr it 
long time; however, 1)ecai ise th ey are beco)ming scar­
cer, e Ffbrts shtuldI be nmadce to allocate theie as effi­
ciently as I)ossil)le. 

" 	 Food aid is onl it small fl'actioln of ge'neral aid, 
which in turn is a small portioit offthe total resources 
required fir ((vel(oment ill fbod deficit countries. 
Thus although in)portaint at the trgin, food aid is 
not a palacca. 

* 	 We need a )alanced l)erspecti,'ie on the issue of the 
price disincentive effect. It is generally recognized 
now that this effect may be moderated ill a number 
of ways. 
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" Food aid and fbod policy issues are complex: through 
interrelationships at diflerent levels, fbod aid gener­
ally afthcts a recipient country's entire economy. Of' 
particular significance are the macro-micro interre­
lationships and the pro(lli(tion-coSlstiin1)tion policy 
dilemma. 

" We lack the data hases and analytic techniques nec­
essary for sorting out many of the important food 
policy issues confronting recipient countries. And 
among hoth recipients and donors, analytical skills 
are in critically short supply. 

• 	Ma'ny food aid issues are country-specifie: develop­
ing countries vary widely in experience, environ­
ment, and needs. 

MAJOR CONTROVERSY 

'Fhe major controversy of' the seminar centered around the 
market versus nonmarket interventional use off fbod aid fbr 
development. Participants who gave more weight to the role 
of' price emphasized the significance of' the produc­
tion-consumption dilemma and the sheer nmagnitude of' the 
fbod problem iced Iby many food deficit countries. In these 
participants' experience, the nomnarket, or targeting, ap­
proach has not begun to fill the consumption gap and has 
had little efl'ect on raisinig agricultural productivity. Thus 
these participants filt that targeting cannot eflect a long-term 
solution to tile food problem.They did not suggest, however, 
that targeting is useless. They fi'Itthat f)r vulnerable groups 
with extremely limited purchasing p)wer (often seasonal), 
targeting may be the only way of protecting incomes and 
ensuring minimal nutritional levels. 

Advocates of targeting intervention emphasized the short­
run needs for selective redistribution of income as well as 
the long-run )enefits of*the enhanceniei't of human capita!. 
They fielt food programs should be thought of'that targeted 
in terms of investment, not simply welfare. 

Whether we view targeting as investment oir welfire, we 
still face the task, crucial to the targeting approach, of' iden­
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tifying the specific populations most illneed of income or 
fbod redistribution. Iln practice, "ncans"tests have not b eul 
very satisfiactory, and there is some suggestiol that the poor­
est groups may, in fiact, benefit more fhor market, or price, 
approaches than| from targeting methods. 

Iood-aidl receivingi countries coO ili onlv lse food aid re­
sources ill a variety (f'ways si mul taieot islh: for example, 
market-price de fii se, ratiollilig, and targeted distriblution 
programs. And donor categories fior fooal aid refleet suehi var­
iouls distrilbution imlodes; see, fior example, USAII)'s Tiths I, 
II,and III. The appropriate mix of progra is or nodes is 
very couintry-speci fit, and it may well Ibe, as 0ole participant 
suggested, that te di flerei ice of opi lio0 oil the 
market--nonmarket intervention issuc stems Iarg ly fironl par­
ticiplants varying experience a11d geographical orieitatio s. 

UNRESOLVED ISSUES: A RESEARCH AGENDA 

Although the issue of' food security and the related matters 
of domestic reserve schemes and world grain trade were 
touched on several times during the senar, they were 
barely discussed. Clearly, fod security is of great iinpor­

tance to fbod deficit countries, particlt larlv in view of' filuc­
tuating world markets in fiodgrains and energy and the v'ul­
nerability of( domestic production to eha.gi g weather 
conditions. The relation of food aid to food security issues 
must be explored comlphellnsively. The potential returns to 
analysis in this area are very high. 

The other ptentially higlh-payoff subject for research in 
food and ftod policy issues is the methodology itself. New 
frameworks fir analysis are needed to tackle the complex 
problems explored at the seminar. One such problem is the 
production-consumption ititerfitee and the importance to it 
of* wage rates; another is the whole set of* issues involving 
the evaluation of alternative food aid programs-costs and 
benefits, distril- ition of, benefits, and cost effectiveness. 
In addition to these two major foci of'potential research, 

participants listed a number of' to lics that need research 
emphasis. Although individuals' rank orderings diflii'ed 
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somewhat, there was little disagreement about the identity of 
toll ics requiring attention. Among the most important of these 
were the following: 

" Design of' procedures fbr implementing simple
"means" tests
 

" Identification offo)od sector linkages
 
" Identification of the links between fbod aid and ag­

,ricultural productivity
 
* Analytic evaluation of'f,)od delivery systems 
* Analysis of'consimption patterns in recipient coun­

tries
 
" Exploration into the dynamics of' poverty
 

COMMENTS BY V. S. VYAS 

Nelson's report is fiiithfinl to the seminar discussions and 
highlights the main points. I have only two comments to 
make. 

The first comment relates to an area that, though relevant, 
we did not disci.lss. Insimple terms, we ought to have raised 
the question of what role food aid will play in Asia in the 
light of' recent developments in some Asian countries. In 
some 'eas-fbr example, devel­danladesh--agricnltiral 
opment seems to be occurring more rapidly than had been 
predicted it few years ago. Also, there seems to be a break­
through in rice production, as th ere has been it) wheat pro­
duction, althoughi no similar advances seem to be occurring 
in pulses or millets. Most food aid is, of' couri'se, wheat. The 
production-consunilption issue that Nelson refi'ers to should 
perhaps be expanded to include the changing mix in the 
commodity basket and the lag in adjustment of consumer 
demand to domestically available f'oodgrains. 

Ny second comment ref'rs to the issue of how f d aid is 
replaced in the system. This is t topic that we did discuss, 
but I f'eel it is not ade(ltately covered in Nelson's report. 
Some participants poilted out that food aid could be (a) 
used to )ring down the general price level in a situation of 
fbod scarcity or (b) released in a manner such that a targeted 
group is "immunized" against high tbodgrain prices. In the 
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context of alternative b there w:.s some discussion of the 
food-for-work program. Nelson's report refers to this discus­
sion but, in my view, does not highlight it sufficiently. Alter­
native .1, or tihe open-market operation, should he under­
lined, and the huge quantities of' food necessary to meet dhe 
objective of price stabilization should be emphasized. 
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