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Southern Africa's Long Decade of Hunger 
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t the end of September, Colin Powell requested an 
altogether earthly intercession from Archbishop 
Jean-Louis Tauran, the Vatican foreign minister. 
The Secretary of State wanted the Vatican to 
persuade the Zambian government to accept 

US-supplied genetically modified (GM) food aid. With 
a population under 10 million and with the vast majori­
ty of people earning under $ 1,000 a year, ' Zambia is a 
mouse that has roared. [n refusing to accept U.S. GM corn, 
and by dealing with its famine by sourcing grain from 
within the region, the Zambian government has sent a 
clear signal that it understands both why famines happen 
and that U.S. aid is parr of the problem, not the solution. 

By the end of 2002, a little under 15 million people will 
have faced starvation in Sou thern Africa.2 Lesotho, 
Malawi, Mozambique, Swaziland, Zambia, and Zimbab­
we are among the most severely affected. Thus, while the 
U.S. State Department blames the Zimbabwean govern­
ment for the fam ine there, that explanation is clearly inad­
equate to account for a famine that has affected the entire 
region. for a meaningful explanation, we need to under­
stand what a fam ine means, and put it into the context of 
a phenomenon that has affected the entire region-struc­
tural adjustment. 

How to Define a Famine 

U.S. corn destined for Malawi is packed in a warehouse at the Beira 
international port, in Mozambique. 

Definitions offamine run a gamut. The World Health Organization (WHO), fo r example, declares a famine when "the severi­
ty of critica l malnutrition levels exceed 15 percent of children aged 6 to 59.9 months."1 The U.N.'s food and Agriculture Orga­
nization (fAO) defines famine as "an extreme collapse in local availability [o~ and access to food that causes [a] widespread rise 
in mortality from outright starvation or hunger-related illnesses."• 

These definitions focus on the threshold a situation crosses in order for chronic hunger to be officially declared acute. But this 
threshold is essentially arbitrary. for example, because rates of acute malnutri tion have remained stable in most Southern African 
countries, the WHO has nor yet declared a stare of fam ine in every country. 
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Mike Davis, who has written on famine 
in recent history, points us away from this 
sort of threshold thinking: "We must 
acknowledge that famine is part of a con­
tinuum with the silent violence of malnu­
trition that precedes and conditions it, and 
with the mortality of the shadow of debil­
itation and disease that follows it." 5 

Famine does not arise spontaneously with 
the failure of a harvest season; rather it is 
the outcome of a system that places 
greater importance upon the market than 
upon those going hungry. 

The Silent Violence of 
Malnutrition 
It's no wonder the people of Southern 
Africa are starving in 2002-they have 
been starving for over a decade. The 
Southern African Development Commu­
nity reports that in Zambia in 1991, the 
chronic malnutrition (stunting) rate of 
children between the ages of 6 and 59 
months was 39 percent.6 Since then it has 
increased to (and leveled off at) about 55 
percent. At the same time, acute malnu­
trition (wasting) rates have thus far 
remained stable at 4.4 percent in Zambia. 
In Malawi, the rate of chronic malnutri­
tion has remained at 49 percent since 
1990.7 It is only acute malnutrition that 
has slightly increased over the same peri­
od, by 1 percent for a total rate of 6 per­
cent. The United Nations Development 
Programme (UNDP) estimated in 2000 
that 3 5 percent of the people in the 
famine region were undernourished, with 
54 percent of Mozambique's population 
undernourished. 8 Among those most vul­
nerable to chronic hunger are women, 
children, and the elderly. The UNDP 
reported in 2000 that 20 percent of chil­
dren in the region under the age of five 
were underweight.9 

In 2002, rampant Southern African 
hunger was tipped over the official 
"famine" threshold by two years of bad 
harvests. That's one reason we're now 
hearing news of it. Another likely reason 
is that some Southern African countries 
aren't behaving as the U.S. would want 
them to, and the word "famine," with the 
desperate urgency it conveys, helps put 
pressure on those governments. That sense 
of emergency also masks the question we 

must ask: why, even before the current 
food crisis, have so many people suffered 
for so long from chronic malnutrition? 

The Ingredients 
for Hunger 
Man-made famine isn't new in world his­
tory. For example, an 1878 study pub­
lished in the prestigious journal of the 
Statistical Society found thirty-one serious 
famines in 120 years of British rule in 
India and only seventeen recorded 
famines in the entire previous two mil­
lennia. 10 The reason for the change? 
According to Mike Davis' recent com­
mentary, it happened because the British 
integrated the Indian food system into the 
world economy while simultaneously 
removing the traditional supports that 
had existed to feed the hungry in times of 
crisis-supports that were rejected as the 
trappings of a hopelessly backward and 
indolent society. And so, by the end of the 
1800s, "Millions died, not outside the 
'modern world system,' but in the very 
process of being dynamically conscript­
ed into its economic and political struc­
tures. They died in the golden age of 
Liberal Capitalism. "1 1 

This lesson was not lost on the first gen­
eration of African governments. At the 
beginning of the 1980s, African states 
had a very clear idea of what their 
economies and societies needed in order 
to flourish. In the Lagos Plan of Action, 12 

heads of state called for a type of eco­
nomic growth disconnected from the 
vicissitudes of the world market, relying 
on import-substitution policies, food sov­
ereignty and trade within Africa, and, crit­
ically; a reduction in the level of external 
indebtedness that was systematically 
siphoning value out of Africa. 

The World Bank disagreed, insisting in its 
Berg Report13 that state interference in the 
smooth functioning of the market was 
precisely the cause of low levels of 
growth. 14 As most African governments 
were buried in debt, their futures mort­
gaged on declining commodity prices, the 
Bank's plan prevailed. 15 Under the Bank's 
regime, African nations are forced to pro­
duce foreign exchange-earning (i.e., cash) 
crops to pay off increasing debt, and find 
themselves importing more and more 

food. In a perfect, stable market, this 
ought not pose a problem: the farmer will 
grow an export crop in which she or he 
has a comparative advantage, and will use 
the cash to buy imported food, goods, and 
services. But in the real world, this model 
increases farming communities' vulnera­
bility to a number of risks: 

1. Commodity price fluctuations and 
decline: Primary commodity prices 
have been falling consistently for thir­
ty years, and have been exceptionally 
variable within this time frame. In part, 
the World Bank is to blame; its struc­
tural adjustment programs enforced the 
export of a few key commodities in 
high demand in the North, putting 
Southern countries on the receiving 
end of volatile and decreasing prices for 
their exports.16 

2. Currency fluctuations: Southern 
countries have also suffered fluctuations 
in the currency market. Even the most 
efficient farmers are unable to buy food 
on the world market if their currency is 
undervalued. Yet this is what every eco­
nomic model suggests will happen 
when countries follow World Bank rec­
ommendations to liberalize exchange 
markets: the currency will depreciate 
and require stabilization, which these 
~ountries, because of their debt burden 
and structural adjustment obligations, 
cannot provide. 17 

3. Loss of food sovereignty: The World 
Bank and the international aid commu­
nity tend to use the term "food securi­
ty" to talk about the availability of food 
and people's access to it. 18 Since the 
1996 World Food Summit, Via 
Campesina, the international farmers' 
movement, has pushed for an alterna­
tive concept: food sovereignty, which it 
defines as "the right of countries and 
peoples to define their own agricultur­
al and food policies which are ecologi­
cally, socially, economically, and 
culturally appropriate for them."19 The 
difference between these approaches 
lies in the issue of who controls access 
to food, seed, land, and the market. 
Movement towards a free trade econo­
my takes control away from the major­
ity of rural people. This is a fundamental 
issue of justice, dignity; and democracy. 
















