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Sub-Saharan Africa is experiencing the coexistence of overnutrition, undernutrition 
and micronutrient deficiencies. Comprehensive programs and coherent public 
policies are required to address this problem. A study of food and nutrition 
security policies, strategies and programs in Ghana, Kenya and South  Africa 
was conducted between February and July 2022 through desk reviews and 
key informant interviews. The aim was to generate evidence on the extent to 
which the policies, strategies and programs were nutrition-sensitive and add 
value to the scaling up of nutrition and food security. The assessment of the 
documents was based on the four dimensions of food security, and the Food 
and the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations guidelines on 
nutrition-sensitive agriculture. A total of 48 policies, strategies and programs 
were reviewed. To ensure food availability, most reviewed documents tend to 
focus on food production and income generation, with limited attention on 
production and supply of diverse and nutrient-dense foods. Access to inputs, 
credit and land is targeted at smallholder farmers, without little sensitivity to 
women and youth engagement. Food access is promoted through improved 
market access by upgrading infrastructure and promoting social safety nets for 
vulnerable populations. However, information systems for agricultural marketing 
as well as labor- and time-saving technologies are lacking. Although nutrition 
education is widely promoted, especially for mothers and children, there is a gap 
in addressing the nutrition needs of adolescent girls. Regarding food stability, 
inadequate funding, poor leadership and governance and inadequate monitoring 
and evaluation systems are the main barriers to successful implementation of 
policies, strategies and programs. While efforts have been made to promote 
nutrition-sensitive options in the agriculture and food system value chains, the 
study identified several gaps that need to be addressed to ensure adequate food 
and nutrition security.
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Introduction

Food security refers to secure access to sufficient amounts of safe 
and nutritious food for normal growth and development and an active 
and healthy life (FAO, 2022a). The four main dimensions of food 
security are availability, accessibility, utilization, and stability 
[Committee on World Food Security (CFS), 2014]. Other dimensions 
of food security include agency, sustainability [High Level Panel of 
Experts on Food Security and Nutrition (HLPE), 2020] and 
governance (Chen et al., 2021).

According to the State of Food Security and Nutrition (SOFI) 
2022 Report, 2.37 billion people experienced food insecurity 
(moderate or severe) in 2021, with Africa experiencing the highest 
increase compared to other regions (FAO, IFAD, UNICEF, WFP, and 
WHO, 2022). The report indicates that the rates of food insecurity 
have been consistently increasing at the global level since 2014 and 
confirms that the world is not on track to achieve the Sustainable 
Development Goal (SDG) 2.1, Zero Hunger target, by 2030 (FAO, 
IFAD, UNICEF, WFP, and WHO, 2022). It is noteworthy that women 
experience a higher burden of food insecurity. Globally, the prevalence 
of food insecurity among women was 10% higher than in men in 
2020, compared to 6% in 2019 (FAO, IFAD, UNICEF, WFP, and 
WHO, 2021).

Recent analysis also indicates that the world is not on track to 
achieve the 2025 Global Nutrition Targets set by the World Health 
Assembly (WHO, 2018a,b). According to the 2020 Global Nutrition 
Report, no country is on track to achieve all 10 targets (Global 
Nutrition Report, 2020). Globally, stunting still affects one in five 
children, wasting one in fourteen children, and overweight about one 
in seventeen children under 5 years of age, well above the global 
nutrition targets. Similarly, the NCD targets are off-track, with adult 
obesity rates (13%) above the 2025 target, with no country on course 
to halting the prevalence rate. Notably, Africa was the region 
experiencing the highest levels of the triple burden of malnutrition 
(childhood stunting, anaemia in women of reproductive age, and 
adult overweight/obesity).

Nutrition-specific interventions on their own cannot address the 
burden of malnutrition (Bhutta et al., 2013). The Global Nutrition 
Report (2020) highlights the need to focus on maximum impact 
actions such as equitably mainstreaming nutrition into food and 
health systems to enable countries to reach their targets. Agriculture 
has a role to play due to its ability to influence the underlying 
determinants of nutrition outcomes (Black et al., 2013). Therefore, it 
is beneficial to get agriculture and health/nutrition to work together.

The COVID-19 pandemic has exacerbated food and nutrition 
insecurity and exposed the dysfunctionality of our food systems. 
According to a report by the Food and Agriculture Organization of 
the United Nations (FAO), the pandemic has disrupted global food 
systems and threatens people’s access to food via various pathways, 
including disruptions to food supply chains; loss of income and 
livelihoods; widening social and gender inequality; increasing food 
prices in localized contexts; lack of access to fresh food markets; and 
disruption of social protection programs (FAO and WFP, 2020). These 
disruptions caused global food prices to rise almost 20% in 2020, 
affecting the most vulnerable the hardest (FAO and WFP, 2020). The 
ongoing pandemic has called for better integration of food and health 
systems to safeguard nutrition and health gains made to date 
(Committee on World Food Security, 2021).

Food systems encompass the entire range of actors and their 
interlinked value-adding activities involved in the production, 
aggregation, processing, distribution, consumption and disposal of 
food and the outputs of these activities, including socio-economic and 
environmental outcomes (FAO, 2018a,b). These components, viewed 
through a human rights lens, encompass the food systems framework 
which is essential for optimal food and nutrition security policies 
(High Level Panel of Experts on Food Security and Nutrition (HLPE), 
2020). Food systems in Sub-Sharan Africa (SSA) have evolved over the 
past decades to provide positive benefits such as off-farm employment 
opportunities and an increased array of food choices outside of local 
staples. However, non-desirable consequences, including the wide 
availability and consumption of ultra-processed nutrient-poor foods, 
and high levels of food loss and waste, have accompanied evolving 
food systems.

To ensure Africa’s food systems provide healthy diets and positive 
nutrition outcomes for the population, food and nutrition security 
policies, strategies and programs need to be developed and implemented 
in a way that minimizes negative impacts and maximizes positive 
contributions, including prioritizing people’s right to food, and bridging 
socio-economic inequities. Lately, the issue of governance of food systems, 
which is a critical enabling factor for food and nutrition security, has 
become topical. As part of governance of food systems, the UN Food 
Systems Summit [United Nations Food Systems Summit (UNFSS), 
2021a,b,c] highlighted that food systems transformation requires bringing 
together actors from different sectors and institutions to work in a 
coordinated way that is place-based, with a long-term and multi-
generational commitment. Addressing the triple burden of malnutrition 
requires a food systems approach, with coherent public policies, strategies 
and programs that address both the supply and demand side of food, as 
well as the food environment where consumers engage with a food system 
to make food-related decisions.

Food systems across the continent are very diverse, with unique 
historical, social, and economic contexts (FAO and WHO, 2019). To 
ensure that each country delivers on all the dimensions of food 
security and nutrition, while considering these unique contexts, the 
FAO and WHO emphasize the need for territorial diets. This territorial 
approach may provide an avenue for the continent’s policy makers to 
assess the impact of policies on the different aspects of sustainability 
(health, environment, culture, economy, society), as well as to assess 
any trade-offs and ensure policy coherence (FAO and WHO, 2019).

The three countries are at different stages of achieving global 
nutrition targets. Whereas Kenya is on track to achieve four of the 
global nutrition targets (childhood stunting, childhood wasting, 
childhood overweight and exclusive breastfeeding), Ghana is on 
course to achieve one (childhood stunting), while South Africa is on 
track to achieve two targets (childhood overweight and childhood 
wasting) (Global Nutrition Report, 2022).

All the three countries are making efforts to ensure functional 
food systems that contribute to attainment of the global nutrition 
targets. In common with many other countries, the three countries 
provided pathways to transformed and sustainable food systems as 
part of their commitments to the United Nations Food Systems 
Summit [United Nations Food Systems Summit (UNFSS), 2021a,b,c]. 
The three countries also convened and made declarations on urban 
food systems by creating enabling policy and local governance systems 
within urban areas (FAO, 2020). The UNFSS has proposed five action 
tracks to achieve sustainable food systems: (i) ensure access to safe and 
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nutritious food for all; (ii) shift to sustainable consumption patterns; 
(iii) boost nature-positive production; (iv) advance equitable 
livelihoods; and (v) build resilience to vulnerabilities, shocks and 
stress [United Nations Food Systems Summit (UNFSS), 2021a,b,c]. To 
be  implemented, these commitments and pathways will need to 
be adopted as official policy in each country.

This paper describes a study on food and nutrition security 
policies, strategies and programs in Ghana, Kenya and South Africa. 
These countries were chosen as case studies in the three Sub-regions 
of Eastern, Southern and Western Africa. The purpose of the study 
was to assess the extent to which the policies, strategies and 
government programs are nutrition-sensitive, equitable, and add value 
to the scaling up of food security and nutrition in the three countries, 
and how this can provide lessons for other African countries. 
Examining these policies at the national level is in line with the 
recommendation that transformation of food systems should be in 
accordance with and dependent on national contexts and capacities 
(Committee on World Food Security, 2021).

Methodology

Study setting

The study was conducted in Ghana, Kenya and South  Africa 
between February and July 2022.

Study objectives

The objectives of the study were to address the following 
key issues:

 (i) The specific nature and range of policies and related strategies 
and programs to improve nutrition through food and 
agriculture, with a lens on women and youth;

 (ii) Key knowledge gaps in the relationship between food and 
agricultural systems and nutrition;

 (iii) Specific aspects of the agriculture and food system and its 
potential impact on nutrition, including the following 
study components:

 (a) Identify and describe policies in agriculture that may have an impact 
on diet and nutrition, focusing on nutrients of concern, e.g., iron, 
zinc and vitamin A;

 (b) Identify applied language and terminology regarding food and 
nutrition security with a women and youth lens; and

 (c) Identify information and knowledge needs and gaps that should 
be addressed through further study and suggest potential processes 
for monitoring and evaluation.

Study approach

This study received ethical approval from the Faculty of Natural 
and Agricultural Sciences Research Ethics Committee, University of 
Pretoria (Reference No: NAS 101/2022).

A desk review was conducted first, starting in February to May 
2022, followed by key informant interviews during the period June to 
July 2022. To identify current national policies, strategies and 
programs, searches were conducted on websites of government 
departments working in the food and nutrition sectors and the 
FAOLEX database (FAO, 2022b). The programs were limited to those 
at national level and led by government ministries or departments. 
Representatives from government departments were contacted to 
verify that the policies identified were in use and to provide guidance 
on additional policies that might have been missed from the online 
searches. A total of 48 documents, comprising 15 from Ghana, 20 
from Kenya and 13 from South Africa, were reviewed (see Table 1 for 
list of documents).

The policies were analyzed using a checklist adapted from the FAO 
(2015) guiding principles for nutrition-sensitive agriculture, the four 
dimensions of food security [Committee on World Food Security (CFS), 
2014], and additional criteria on agency/governance and sustainability. 
The checklist was used to assess the extent to which the policies, strategies 
and programs were nutrition-sensitive and can add value to key actions 
on the scaling up of nutrition and food security. Further, these documents 
were reviewed for the extent to which they create opportunities for 
women and youth. The checklist and key informant interview guides are 
attached as Supplementary information 1.

Key informant interviews were conducted with relevant 
stakeholders working in the food and nutrition sector, including 
representatives of relevant government departments and ministries, 
civil society organizations and development partners. The purpose of 
the key informant interviews was to triangulate the information 
gathered during the desk reviews and to get an in-depth understanding 
on the status of implementation of the policies, strategies and 
programs. The targeted stakeholders were purposively selected and 
included the following: (i) Government ministries and departments 
(e.g., Ministries of Health, Food and Agriculture, Women in 
Agriculture, Food and Drug Authorities, Social Development, and 
Planning, Monitoring and Evaluation); (ii) UN agencies (WFP, 
UNICEF); and (iii) other organizations (research institutions and 
farmer organizations). A total of five key informants in each country 
were interviewed Ghana and Kenya and eight in South Africa.

Relevant institutions were engaged via telephone, emails and 
virtual conference calls to explain the purpose of the study and request 
the participation of their representatives as key informants. Following 
the engagements, the heads of departments nominated their 
representatives to participate as key informants. The interviews were 
conducted in English through in-person interviews or remotely via 
internet-based platforms. An interview guide (see 
Supplementary information 2) containing open ended questions was 
used. The interview guide covered issues related to agriculture and 
nutrition policy formulation and implementation, organizational 
roles, collaboration, technical capacities, identified gaps, and factors 
that either enhance or hinder these issues. The duration of the 
interviews varied between 1 h 30 min and 3 h. The discussions were 
captured through writing notes as well as recording (based on consent 
from the participants).

Data analysis

The policies were analyzed based on the criteria in the checklist. 
Depending on the level of coverage of each criterion from the checklist 
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in each of the policies, strategies and programs, these were placed in 
one of three categories as being (i) covered; (ii) partly covered; or not 
covered. For the key informant interviews, key themes were extracted 
using a deductive analytical approach and incorporated into 
the report.

Results and discussion

The food and nutrition security situation in 
the three focal countries

Ghana is a lower middle-income country with an estimated 
population of 30.8 million and a gross domestic product (GDP) 
(purchasing power parity) of $164.8 billion (Ghana Statistical Service, 
2021). Some key challenges facing Ghana’s food systems include poor 
dietary choices, increasing urban food insecurity, non-mechanized 
agriculture, inadequate funding, high levels of environmental 
degradation, unpredictability of food supply and prices due to climate 
variability, and limited institutional and human resource capacity 
(Cooke et al., 2016). Ghana, in common with other African countries, 

is grappling with the triple burden of malnutrition. An estimated 
17.5% of children under 5 years of age are affected by stunting, 6.8% 
are wasted, and 1.4% are overweight (Global Nutrition Report, 2020).

Kenya’s food system combines traditional and modern dynamics. 
Traditional elements are associated with widespread extreme poverty 
and undernourishment, and this is more dominant than the modern 
dynamic (Kenya National Bureau of Statistics, 2022). In the drought-
prone areas of the Arid and Semi-Arid Lands (ASALs), which make 
up  80% of the country’s land area, there have been increased 
vulnerabilities, which have resulted in chronic emergency needs, 
driven by food insecurity and high rates of acute malnutrition. 
Additionally, urbanization and rapid population growth, a large and 
youthful workforce, and technological advances, are also changing the 
demands and opportunities for food systems. The outbreak of the 
COVID-19 pandemic has led to increased levels of food shortage. In 
2020, about 26.2% of children under 5 years of age were stunted, while 
4% were wasted and 4.1% overweight (Global Nutrition Report, 2020).

South Africa has a population of about 61 million people and is 
classified as a middle-income country. It is food secure at the national 
level, yet there are high levels of food insecurity at community and 
household levels. Approximately 3.4% of children under 5 years of age 

TABLE 1 List of reviewed policies, strategies and programs for Ghana, Kenya, and South Africa.

Ghana Kenya South Africa

11 policies 4 strategies/plans 4 policies 16 strategies/plans 5 policies/legislation 8 strategies/plans

Policies

 • National Medium-Term Development Policy 

Framework (MTNDPF)

 • Ghana Shared Growth and Development Agenda 

(GSGDA) II

 • Food and Agriculture Sector Development Policy 

(FASDEP) II

 • Ghana Livestock Development Policy and 

Strategy (GLDPS)

 • National Nutrition Policy (NNP)

 • National Food Safety Policy (FSP)

 • National Policy & Strategy for the Prevention and 

Control of Chronic NCDs in Ghana

 • Ghana School Feeding Policy (GSFP)

 • National Social Protection Policy (NSPP)

 • Ghana National Climate Change Policy (NCCP)

 • Ghana Trade Policy (TP)

Strategies

 • Medium-Term Agriculture Sector Investment 

Plan (METASIP) II

 • Investing for Food and Jobs (IFJ): An Agenda for 

Transforming Ghana’s Agriculture

 • Gender and Agricultural Development Strategy 

(GADS) II

 • Ghana Agriculture Investment Plan (GhAIP)

Policies

 • National Food and Nutrition Security Policy (NFNSP)

 • Kenya Health Policy (KHP)

 • Kenya School Healthy Policy (KSHP)

 • National Maternal, Infant and Young Child Nutrition Policy 

Guidelines (NMIYCNPG)

Strategies, plans and implementation framework

 • Food and Nutrition Security Strategy (FNSS)

 • Agricultural Sector Transformation and Growth 

Strategy (ASTGS)

 • National School Meals and Nutrition Strategy (NSMNS)

 • Kenya National Strategy for the Prevention and Control of 

Non-Communicable Diseases (NSPC-NCD)

 • The Scaling up Nutrition Business Network Kenya Strategy 

(SUN-BNKS)

 • National Food and Nutrition Security Policy- Implementation 

Framework (NFNSP-IF)

 • The Kenya Nutrition Action Plan (KNAP)

 • The Kenya Nutrition Monitoring and Evaluation 

Framework (KNMEF)

 • National Guidelines for Healthy Diets and Physical Activity 

(NGHDPA)

 • Kenya Nutrition Capacity Development Framework (KNCDF)

 • The Big Four Agenda Program

 • The Kenya Vision 2030

 • Livestock Strategic Plan (LSP)

 • National Agricultural Investment Plan (NAIP)

 • Nairobi City County Urban and Peri-Urban Agriculture, 

Livestock And Fisheries Policy (UPALF)

 • Agri-Nutrition Implementation Strategy (ANIS)

Policies

 • National Policy on Food and Nutrition 

Security (NPFNS)

 • Early Childhood Development Policy (ECD)

 • Integrated School Health Policy (ISHP)

 • Food Fortification Legislation

 • Regulations Relating to Labeling and 

Advertising of Foods

Strategies, plans and implementation framework

 • National Strategic Plan for the Prevention 

and Control of Obesity

 • National Strategic Plan for the Prevention 

and Control of NCDs

 • Agro-processing Strategy for SMMES

 • The Zero Hunger Framework

 • National Food and Nutrition Security 

Communication Strategy for South Africa 

(NFNSCS)

 • Medium Term Strategic Framework Priority 

2019–2024 (MTSF)

 • National Development Plan (NDP)

 • The National Food and Nutrition Security 

Plan (NFNSP)

FAO (2022b).
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are wasted, while 21.4% are stunted [Southern African Development 
Community (SADC), 2021]. Concurrently, overweight and obesity are 
increasing rapidly, and South Africa is not on track to achieve SDG 2 
targets (Global Nutrition Report, 2020). Approximately 18.2% of men 
and 42.9% of women are obese, while 16.3% of girls and 13.5% of boys 
aged 5–19 years are classified as obese (Global Nutrition Report, 
2020). Due to an increase in population and urbanization, there are 
high levels of food insecurity in rural areas and urban 
informal settlements.

Food availability

Food availability is achieved when there is adequate physical 
existence of food at national and household levels. This is a function 
of food production, supply and distribution. The policies, strategies 
and programs were assessed against four priority areas and 
corresponding key elements and a cross-cutting priority area of 
women and youth (Table 2; Priority areas and key elements of the 
availability dimension).

Overall, 37–73% (18–35 out of 48) of the policies, strategies and 
programs in Ghana, Kenya and South Africa address the priority 
areas and key elements related to food availability, while 12–26% 
(6–13 out of 48 documents) partly cover the same issues (Table 2). 
Great efforts and emphasis are focused on the provision of factors of 
production in the form of land, credit, seeds and other inputs to 
rural smallholder farmers in general, with little or no special 
attention being paid to urban and peri-urban production and 
women, youth and other vulnerable groups, inspite of the recent 
urban food systems dialogues in the three countries (FAO, ICLEI, 
2022). A recent policy on Urban and Peri-Urban Agriculture, 
Livestock and Fisheries Policy for Nairobi City County (2015) in 
Kenya is an exception. As a result of urbanization, food insecurity in 
urban and peri-urban areas is high.

Fresh fruits, vegetables and animal source foods are inaccessible 
to the rural, urban and peri-urban poor due to high food prices [High 
Level Panel of Experts on Food Security and Nutrition (HLPE), 2017]. 
It is, therefore, necessary to promote traditional foods such as legumes, 
local fruits and vegetables as well as forest foods to improve dietary 
diversity and improve nutrition [Cernansky, 2015; High Level Panel 
of Experts on Food Security and Nutrition (HLPE), 2017]. Nutrient-
dense crops such as vegetables and fruits are promoted by almost all 
the reviewed documents across the three countries. However, there is 
little attention to use of biofortified seed and traditional or indigenous 
crops. These areas should be  strengthened, possibly by providing 
incentives to producers. Production of protein-rich foods such as 
legumes and small livestock is not adequately promoted in policies, 
strategies and programs.

Only 35–54% (17–26 out of 48) of the policies, strategies and 
programs promote access to productive resources among women in 
Ghana, Kenya and South Africa (Table 2). The lack of targeted efforts 
to empower women in food production is a missed opportunity, 
considering that nearly half of the agricultural workforce globally are 
women (FAO, 2018a). In addition, women’s control of productive 
resources has been associated with improved nutrition for household 
members (Quisumbing, 2003; FAO, 2015; Hodge et al., 2015).

Most of the Ghanaian policies and related documents (86.7%;13 
out of 15) cover the priorities and key elements to maintain and 

improve the natural resources such as water, soil and climate change, 
compared to Kenya (15%; 3 out of 20) and South Africa (38.5%; 5 out 
of 13). Some of the practices promoted in the reviewed policies 
include climate resistant crops, organic farming and preservation of 
land meant for agriculture. However, more needs to be done by the 
three countries to be proactive to address climate change adaptation 
and mitigation. Globally, climate change is a problem which is 
characterized by shifting seasons and increased episodes of natural 
disasters such as floods and droughts.

Improved food processing, storage and preservation are covered 
by 40–87% (19–42 out of 48) of the policies, strategies and programs. 
Food processing, storage and preservation are important in preventing 
post-harvest losses, preserving nutrient content of food, adding value 
to crops and increasing income, preventing seasonal shortages of 
micronutrient-rich foods and improving food safety (FAO, 2015). 
Food safety is covered by 23–67% (11–32 out of 48) of the reviewed 
documents. These results are indicative of a major gap in food safety 
and actions to address aflatoxin poisoning are almost non-existent.

Aflatoxin poisoning leads to suppressed immunity, liver cancer in 
humans and stunting in children (WHO, 2018a,b). This calls for an 
urgent need for all country policies to improve on documentation of 
food safety measures. Further, issues on post-harvest losses and food 
waste (DEFF and CSIR, 2021) are not adequately addressed in most 
reviewed documents. These findings are consistent with a policy 
review study that was conducted in Senegal (Lachat et al., 2015).

Women- and youth-related issues were addressed in 35–54% 
(17–26 out of 48) of the framework documents, showing a major gap 
when it comes to women and youth empowerment. Where framework 
documents partly cover women and youth, the focus is mainly on 
women rather than youth in food production and availability 
value chains.

Food access

Food access is achieved when all households have enough 
resources and are physically able to obtain food in sufficient quantities, 
of good quality and diversity, for a nutritious diet. The policies and 
related strategies and programs were assessed against three priority 
areas and corresponding key elements, including women and youth 
(Table 3; Priority areas and key elements of the access dimension).

At least half (24 out of 48) of the reviewed documents promote the 
expansion of markets and consumer access to markets (Table  3). 
Market access in all the three countries focuses on developing 
infrastructure and creating markets, although this varies across the 
different documents. Improved access to markets has positive effects 
on food access, including increasing income for farmers, incentivizing 
food production by farmers and improving dietary diversity among 
consumers (FAO, 2013).

An analysis of data from Ethiopia, Indonesia, Kenya and Malawi 
showed that farmers’ market access had a greater effect on dietary 
diversity compared to production of diversified foods (Sibhatu et al., 
2015). Further, children in Ethiopia living closer to markets had more 
diverse diets and higher mean weight for height (WHZ) and weight 
for age (WAZ) z-scores (Abay and Hirvonen, 2016). Some of the 
efforts outlined in the reviewed documents to create markets for 
smallholders include linkages with school feeding programs and 
facilitating bulk government purchases from smallholders. However, 
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TABLE 2 Priority areas and key elements of the availability dimension.

Priority 
areas

Key elements of each priority area Proportion of policies, strategies/plans and programs addressing priority areas (%)

Ghana (n = 15) Kenya (n = 20) South Africa (n = 13)

Covered Partly 
covered

Not 
covered

Covered Partly 
covered

Not 
covered

Covered Partly 
covered

Not 
covered

Facilitate 

increased and 

sustainable 

production of 

diversified 

nutrient-dense 

crops

 • Promote increased access to diverse and improved seeds, including 

biofortified seeds

 • Increase production of horticultural crops (fruits and vegetables), 

legumes and animal source foods, including fish and livestock

 • Promote the production of underutilized foods such as indigenous and 

traditional crops

 • Promote “home grown” school feeding and home gardening

 • Promote urban and peri urban agriculture

 • Increase access to credit for inputs

 • Increase access to extension services and information

 • Promote innovative approaches to agricultural financing and insurance 

schemes for farmers

73.3% (11/15) 26.7% (4/15) 0% (0/15) 55.0% (11/20) 15.0% (3/20) 30.0% (n = 6) 53.8% (7/13) 30.8% (4/13) 15.4% (2/13)

Maintain or 

improve the 

natural 

resources base

 • Include measures to improve and manage water, soil, air, climate, 

biodiversity

 • Promote increase of area of land under irrigation

 • Facilitate capacity building on climate change adaptation and mitigation

 • Encourage treatment of recycled water in agriculture

86.7% (13/15) 0% (0/15) 13.3% (2/15) 15.0% (3/20) 15.0% (3/20) 70.0% 

(14/20)

38.5% (5/13) 15.4% (2/13) 46.2% (6/13)

Improve 

processing, 

storage and 

preservation of 

food

 • Promote techniques that aim to retain nutritional value and increase 

shelf-life of food

 • Have strategies that reduce seasonality of food insecurity and post-

harvest losses

 • Ensure the availability of healthy foods that are convenient to prepare

 • Promote low-cost technologies on food processing, handling, 

preservation and storage

 • Legislation on mandatory fortification of foods

86.7% (13/15) 6.7% (1/15) 6.7% (1/15) 40.0% (8/20) 15.0% (3/20) 45.0% (9/20) 46.2% (6/13) 30.8% (4/13) 23.1% (3/13)

Food safety  • Facilitate the development of evidence-based food safety policies, 

legislative and institutional frameworks, and mechanisms to strengthen 

the coordination of food safety management

 • Harmonize and monitor the enforcement of food safety standards, 

including updating and implementing national legislation and 

regulations to meet the international food safety standards such as the 

Codex Alimentarius

 • Regulate nutrition labelling and claims on food packaging

66.7% (10/15) 13.3% (2/15) 20.0% (3/15) 40.0% (8/20) 25.0% (5/20) 35.0% (7/20) 23.1% (3/13) 53.8% (7/13) 23.1% (3/13)

Empower 

women and 

engage youth

 • Promote access to land, water and inputs for vulnerable persons, in 

particular, women, youth, persons with disabilities and other special 

categories of disadvantaged people

 • Improve land tenure rights for increased access to land for women and youth

53.3% (8/15) 13.3% (2/15) 33.3% (5/15) 35.0% (7/20) 35.0% (7/20) 30.0% (6/20) 53.8% (7/13) 0% (0/13) 46.2% (6/13)
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TABLE 3 Priority areas and key elements of the access dimension.

Priority 
areas

Key elements of each priority area Proportion of policies, strategies/plans and programs addressing priority areas (%)

Ghana (n = 15) Kenya (n = 20) South Africa (n = 13)

Covered Partly 
covered

Not 
covered

Covered Partly 
covered

Not 
covered

Covered Partly 
covered

Not 
covered

Expand 

markets and 

market access 

for vulnerable 

groups

 • Promote marketing of nutritious foods

 • Restrict marketing of unhealthy foods

 • Facilitate the development and/ or upgrading of marketing infrastructure

 • Facilitate the development of agricultural market information system, 

including use of information and communication technologies (ICT)

 • Domesticate regional trade policy instruments to support women, the 

youth, rural masses, and vulnerable groups

 • Ensure food produced by vulnerable groups has a comparative advantage.

 • Promote value addition

 • Improve access to price information and farmer associations

 • Facilitate the removal of non-tariff barriers, especially sanitary and 

phytosanitary measures

 • Increase tariffs on unhealthy foods and lower tariffs on healthy foods

 • Impose taxes on ultra-processed foods, e.g., sugar sweetened beverages

73.3% 

(11/15)

20.0% (3/15) 6.7% (1/15) 60.0% 

(12/20)

10.0% (2/20) 30.0% 

(6/20)

23.1% (3/13) 38.5% 

(5/13)

38.5% (5/13)

Empower and 

protect women 

and the poor

 • Ensure access to productive resources

 • Promote labor saving technologies for food production, processing and 

food preservation

 • Promote the provision of social and recreational facilities for children, 

particularly in rural areas, to release women’s time into productive activities

 • Encourage men to be involved in maternal and child nutrition

 • Support women’s voices in household and farming decisions.

 • Facilitate safety nets (e.g., food parcels, vouchers, school feeding)

 • Improve market access for vulnerable producers

 • Address inequalities to support the marginalized poor, women, the youth, 

rural masses, and vulnerable groups

 • Facilitate the creation of decent, diversified productive employment 

opportunities including income generating programs and rural agro-

processing businesses,

 • Is the language gender sensitive, does it incorporate gender terms?

66.7% 

(10/15)

20.0% (3/15) 13.3% 

(2/15)

25.0% 

(5/20)

15.0% (3/20) 60.0% 

(12/20)

0% (0/13) 69.2% 

(9/13)

30.8% (4/13)

Target 

vulnerable 

populations 

and improve 

equity

 • Facilitate participation of vulnerable populations in agriculture and 

food systems

 • Promote access to resources by vulnerable groups

 • Create decent employment for vulnerable groups

80.0% 

(12/15)

13.3% (2/15) 6.7% (1/15) 50.0% 

(10/20)

15.0% (3/20) 35.0% 

(7/20)

61.5% (8/13) 7.7% (1/13) 30.8% (4/13)
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issues of trade and how it affects the smooth functioning of markets 
are not addressed comprehensively.

All three countries are battling overweight and obesity among 
their populations. Efforts have been made to impose tax on unhealthy 
foods such as sugar sweetened beverages. Nevertheless, there is a huge 
gap at policy level in advocating for tax on ultra-processed foods high 
in sugar, salt and fats, whilst lowering taxes on healthy foods such as 
vegetables and fruits. This is a barrier to promoting consumption of 
nutritious foods, considering that food prices affect consumers’ food 
choices (Griffith et al., 2015).

The three countries are faced with a challenge of high consumption 
of ultra-processed foods and low consumption of nutritious foods. 
Highly processed energy-foods are more affordable compared to 
nutrient-dense foods (Drewnowski and Specter, 2004). In common 
with findings of a study in Senegal (Lachat et al., 2015), marketing of 
nutritious foods is quite low in all three countries. Women 
empowerment through income opportunities is partly addressed but 
there is limited priority regarding decision making roles, labor and 
time-saving technologies for women. A study in East Africa proposed 
focusing on export production to reduce the time burden on women 
(Hodge et al., 2015).

Regrettably, a huge gap still exists regarding youth as they continue 
to experience high unemployment rates. Various social safety nets for 
vulnerable groups are well documented in policy and related 
documents, including food and cash support. School feeding 
programs are well supported by policies in all three countries to 
increase access to food among vulnerable school children. In addition, 
school feeding programs create a market for smallholders to sell their 
produce and earn income [High Level Panel of Experts on Food 
Security and Nutrition (HLPE), 2017]. In general, the policies, 
strategies and programs in all three countries are limited in promoting 
the development of agricultural market information systems, 
including use of information and communication technologies (ICT).

Food utilization

Food utilization refers to digestion and assimilation of the 
nutrients from the food consumed, which in turn is influenced by 
health status, preparation of food, water and sanitation conditions, 
and the microbiological and chemical safety of the food. In addition, 
utilization is influenced by nutritional knowledge (Baute et al., 2018), 
food habits, child-feeding practices, and the social role of food in the 
family and in the community. The priority areas and the corresponding 
key elements are shown in Table 4 (Priority areas and key elements of 
the utilization dimension).

Most reviewed policies, strategies and programs promote 
knowledge-based nutrition interventions, including nutrition 
education and, sometimes, behavior change in communities, schools 
and health care settings. Between 40 and 73% (19 and 35 out of 48) of 
the reviewed documents adequately cover food utilization in Ghana, 
Kenya and South Africa (Table 4). Interventions on reducing all forms 
of malnutrition across different age groups and populations are 
prioritized. However, inclusion of adolescent nutrition and the roles 
of men in ensuring good nutrition for women and children are not 
well covered. Adolescents are mostly targeted through school nutrition 
in all three countries, leaving those that may not be  enrolled in 

schools. An example of a good practice is the promotion of anemia 
screening for girls in schools in South Africa.

All three countries have policies that adequately promote exclusive 
breastfeeding and complementary feeding. Dietary diversity is also 
promoted but the link between a diverse diet and prevention of 
malnutrition, including micronutrient deficiencies, is not spelt out in 
some of the documents. Instead, when it comes to micronutrient 
deficiencies, supplementation with vitamins (such as Vitamin A, iron, 
zinc and folate), rather than consuming diets rich in those nutrients, 
is mostly emphasized. Although water, sanitation and hygiene 
(WASH) were mentioned in some of the policies, they were not 
included in the monitoring frameworks.

Food stability

Food stability is attained when the supply of and access to 
nutritious food at national and household levels remains constant 
during the year and in the long-term, even in the face of economic and 
climate shocks or cyclical events such as seasonal changes. Stability is 
felt through the availability and access dimensions. Sustainability 
refers to long-term viability of the ecological and social bases of food 
systems (FAO, 2018b; Clapp et al., 2022). Stability and sustainability 
are also determined by the governance of food systems.

Governance relates to the rules of the game, that is, how the rules, 
norms and actions are structured, sustained, regulated and 
implemented through the interaction of different actors, such as 
government institutions, civil society, the private sector and consumers 
(Chen et al., 2021). Agency, the capacity of individuals to exercise 
voice and make decisions about their food systems, is an important 
component of governance (Clapp et al., 2022). Good governance of 
food systems facilitates equitable, coherent, coordinated, and 
transparent design and review of mechanisms and processes such as 
policies, legislation, planning, finances, monitoring and coordinated 
implementation (GAIN, 2021). The priority areas and their 
corresponding key elements that were assessed are shown in Table 5 
(Priority areas and the key elements of the stability dimension, 
sustainability and governance).

Ensuring food stability and sustainability is complex and often a 
challenge in many settings. On paper, all three countries have very 
good collaboration and coordination among sectors to ensure good 
governance of the food system (see Table 5). However, in practice, 
there is a preponderance of vertical programming as most sectors 
prioritize their own mandate rather than integrated food and nutrition 
systems and interventions. The study has highlighted the need for 
effective multi-sectoral collaboration and governance, instead of the 
vertical programming which is often seen in policies 
and programming.

Although multi-sectoral collaboration and participatory 
governance is often referred to in the policies, key informant 
interviews revealed the need to strengthen this, especially at the 
regional and district levels. It is evident that most sectors prioritize 
their main goals rather than nutrition goals. For example, the focus of 
agriculture and food policies is on food production; there is limited 
focus on production of diverse and nutrient-dense foods. In addition, 
evidence-based policy development appears to be limited. Some of the 
reasons found to hinder evidence-based policy development include 
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TABLE 4 Priority areas and key elements of the utilization dimension.

Priority 
area

Key elements Proportion of policies, strategies/plans and programs addressing priority areas (%)

Ghana (n = 15) Kenya (n = 20) South Africa (n = 13)

Covered Partly 
covered

Not 
covered

Covered Partly 
covered

Not 
covered

Covered Partly 
covered

Not 
covered

Incorporate 

nutrition 

promotion and 

education

 • Promote food and sustainable food systems that builds 

on existing local knowledge, attitudes and practices

 • Promote nutrition education and counseling to increase 

demand for and preparation of nutritious foods, optimal 

infant and young child feeding and weight management 

to prevent malnutrition in all populations

 • Promote the development of pre-school and school 

nutrition programs

 • Promote adolescent-friendly nutrition interventions 

– especially in girls to prevent the vicious cycle of 

generational stunting

 • Promote and advocate consumption of foods with 

adequate micronutrient content

 • Promote micronutrient supplementation such as Vitamin 

A and use of micronutrient powders

 • Promote and advocate for access to and use of safe 

potable water

73.3% (11/15) 13.3% (2/15) 13.3% (2/15) 40.0% (8/20) 20.0% (4/20) 40.0% (8/20) 53.8% (8/13) 30.8% (4/13) 7.7% (1/13)

Women and 

youth

 • Involve women and youth in food utilization initiatives 46.7% (7/15) 26.7% (4/15) 26.7% (4/15) 25.0% (5/20) 15.0% (3/20) 60.0% 

(12/20)

15.4% (2/13) 38.5% (5/13) 46.2% (6/13)
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TABLE 5 Priority areas and the key elements of the stability dimension, sustainability and governance.

Priority areas Key elements Proportion of policies, strategies/plans and programs addressing priority areas (%)

Ghana (n = 15) Kenya (n = 20) South Africa (n = 13)

Covered Partly 
covered

Not 
covered

Covered Partly 
covered

Not 
covered

Covered Partly 
covered

Not 
covered

Governance – Collaborate 

and coordinate with other 

sectors and all relevant 

stakeholders to address 

concurrently the multiple 

underlying causes of 

malnutrition.

 • Promote multisectoral collaboration and commitment for 

integrated nutrition response

 • Advocate for increased budgets for nutrition at both 

national and regional level

 • Involve private sector, producers’ organizations, consumers’ 

organizations, workers’ representatives, civil society, 

municipalities and traditional rulers, development partners, 

Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs), academia (food 

research institutes, universities), school boards and parents’ 

associations, women’s associations, media

100% (15/15) 0% (0/15) 0% (0/15) 75.0% 

(15/20)

15.0% (3/20) 10.0% 

(2/20)

69.2% (9/13) 15.4% (2/13) 15.4% (132)

Increase incentives for 

availability, access and 

consumption of diverse, 

nutritious and safe foods

 • Incentivize credit for production of nutritious, diverse and 

local foods focusing on horticulture, legumes, and small-

scale livestock and fish

53.3% (8/15) 20.0% 

(3/15)

26.7% 

(4/15)

10.0% (2/20) 5.0% (1/20) 85.0% 

(17/20)

15.4% (2/13) 7.7% (1/13) 76.9% 

(10/13)

Monitor dietary 

consumption and access to 

safe, diverse and nutritious 

foods

 • Monitor food prices of diverse foods and dietary 

consumption indicators for vulnerable groups

 • Conduct real time monitoring of IYCF:

 • Harmonize and monitor the enforcement of food safety 

standards, including updating and implementing national 

legislation and regulations to meet the international food 

safety standards such as the Codex Alimentarius

73.3% 

(11/15)

13.3% 

(2/15)

13.3% 

(2/15)

55.0% 

(11/20)

15.0% (3/20) 30.0% 

(6/20)

15.4% (2/13) 15.4% (2/13) 69.2% (9/13)

Develop capacity, e.g., 

human resources and 

institutions

 • Facilitate capacity strengthening of human resources and 

institutions to improve nutrition through the food and 

agriculture sector, supported with adequate financing.

 • Promote the inclusion of food and nutrition-sensitive 

curricula at all levels

100% (15/15) 0% (0/15) 0% (0/15) 35.0% (7/20) 10.0% (2/20) 55.0% 

(11/20)

23.1% (3/13) 30.8% (4/13) 46.2% (6/13)

Implement policies and 

strategies

 • Presence of an implementation plan to accompany the policy

 • Specific actions on how the policy is to be implemented - 

SMART (Specific, Measurable, Attainable, Realistic and 

Time bound)

80.0% 

(12/15)

6.7% (1/15) 13.3% 

(2/15)

15.0% (3/20) 75.0% 

(15/20)

10.0% 

(2/20)

61.5% (8/13) 23.1% (3/13) 15.4% (2/13)

Include nutrition and food 

security objectives and 

indicators

 • State goals specific to food and nutrition security in the policy

 • Include food and nutrition security indicators in the results 

framework and all framework documents

40.0% (6/15) 40.0% 

(6/15)

20.0% 

(3/15)

70.0% 

(14/20)

5.0% (1/20) 25.0% 

(5/20)

38.5% (5/13) 15.4% (2/13) 46.2% (6/13)

Women and youth  • Empower women and engage youth in sustainable food and 

nutrition security

60.0% (9/15) 6.7% (1/15) 33.3% 

(5/15)

10.0% (2/20) 5.0% (1/20) 85.0% 

(17/20)

0% (0/13) 61.5% (8/13) 38.5% (5/13)
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policy makers’ own interests and attitudes, lack of accountability and 
lack of time to wait for and examine evidence (Gillespie et al., 2015).

Often, budgetary constraints hinder successful multisectoral 
approaches. In general, there is limited advocacy for increased 
nutrition budgets in all three countries. The government is the main 
funding source for food and nutrition security programming in all 
three countries. Private sector involvement is mentioned in policies, 
although their roles in policy processes are usually not fully spelt out. 
The COVID-19 pandemic has been a major barrier for implementation 
in all three countries, as highlighted by key informants. It took away 
resources (especially financial and human resources) from an already 
strained sector.

Regarding sustainable supply of nutritious food, the greater 
proportion of policies and related documents lack incentives to 
promote production of nutritious and diverse foods such as legumes 
and small livestock. Except for Ghana, less than 50% (7 out of 15) of 
the policies incentivize the availability, access and consumption of 
diverse, nutritious and safe foods.

Strong leadership and participatory governance are critical to 
ensure the successful implementation of interventions and sustainable 
food and nutrition security. The reviewed policies and related 
documents demonstrate the need for very well-organized systems of 
governance and accountability. However, some gaps are evident, for 
example, policies are fully embraced at national level but not at 
provincial and district levels. Nutrition indicators (mainly impact 
level) are partly included in at least half of the documents reviewed 
per country. However, most indicators do not capture women and 
youth issues. The lack of an integrated monitoring system for food and 
nutrition security also hinders collaboration and accountability 
among various sectors and actors. Additionally, the lack of women 
empowerment and youth indicators in most policy action plans and 
M&E frameworks, poses a significant challenge for monitoring 
progress of inclusivity objectives [International Fund for Agricultural 
Development (IFAD), 2012].

As part of the United Nations Food Systems Summit (UNFSS) 
(2021a,b,c), youth committed to action, advocacy, and empowerment 
to transform food systems. This would be  achieved by raising 
awareness for healthy, nutritious, and sustainable diets; supporting, 
advocating and acting on climate and biodiversity actions for a liveable 
resilient future; and advocating for fair and decent wages and social 
protection for people working in food systems. These commitments 
will need to be  incorporated into national food systems policies 
and strategies.

Vulnerable populations, for example, the elderly and disabled, are 
also inadequately targeted in food and nutrition security policies, 
strategies and programming. Implementation of policy action plans 
and strategies suffers from non-robust monitoring and evaluation 
(M&E) mechanisms. Lack of resources – staff, technical capacity, 
funding, and equipment – are cited by key informants as issues 
impeding effective implementation and monitoring of food and 
nutrition security action plans.

Technical capacity building, which this study has helped to 
surface, is needed to ensure policy and program objectives are 
achieved. These observations are similar to those from a policy review 
in Senegal where some gaps in agricultural programs included lack of 
nutrition goals in program implementation as well as inadequate 
monitoring of nutrition indicators (Lachat et al., 2015). In general, 
there is insufficient involvement and the voice of consumers in the 

governance of the food systems, while participation by smallholder 
farmers is largely limited to compliance with regulations, either from 
government or marketing channels.

Lessons for Sub-Saharan African countries

A number of lessons that would be  of value to other African 
countries were identified from the three country case studies. These 
are listed as follows:

 (i) Protection of land for agricultural use through levying taxes on 
land changed from agricultural to other uses, while using the 
taxes to fund agricultural development programs;

 (ii) Acceptance and formalization of urban and peri-urban 
agriculture and providing the necessary support as a way of 
addressing food and nutrition insecurity in urban areas;

 (iii) The need to promote traditional and orphan/neglected crops, 
some of which are known to be highly nutritious and have the 
ability to withstand adverse conditions brought about by 
climate change;

 (iv) Expansion of food storage facilities and strategic grain reserves 
to strategic food reserves, covering traditional cereal and/or 
staple foods, to include other nutritious foods such as pulses, 
fruits and vegetables;

 (v) Facilitate access of women to traditionally male-dominated 
commodity chains by providing financial and 
capacity development;

 (vi) Support increased participation of women and youth in 
agriculture and food system value chains as employees and 
agripreneurs, especially by creating dedicated funding 
mechanisms and capacity development;

 (vii) Sensitize and develop the capacity of agricultural extension 
services in nutrition-sensitive agriculture;

 (viii) Nutrition education and behavior change communication 
programs to improve food and nutrition security to include 
men as they influence most food and dietary choices at 
household level;

 (ix) To achieve effective multi-sectoral coordination of national 
food and nutrition security programs, it is necessary to set up 
one national leadership and coordination structure at the 
highest level, for example the office of the presidency or prime 
minister’s office; and

 (x) Countries need to promote private sector investment in 
smallholder agriculture and food system value chains by 
making smart public sector investments through innovative 
fiscal and economic incentives.

Conclusion

The study assessed the nutrition-sensitivity of food and nutrition 
security policies, strategies and programs in Ghana, Kenya and 
South Africa. The intended objectives of assessing key gaps in policy 
and programming relating to the four pillars of food security 
(availability of safe and nutritious food, access, utilization, and 
stability, including sustainability and governance) have been 

https://doi.org/10.3389/fsufs.2023.1088216
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sustainable-food-systems
https://www.frontiersin.org


Sibanda et al. 10.3389/fsufs.2023.1088216

Frontiers in Sustainable Food Systems 12 frontiersin.org

adequately analyzed in this report. The report has highlighted the 
need for effective multi-sectoral collaboration and governance, instead 
of the vertical programming which is often seen in policies and 
programming. Although multi-sectoral collaboration and 
participatory governance is often referred to in the policies, there is 
still a need to strengthen this, especially at the regional and 
district levels.

Implementation of policy action plans and strategies suffers from 
non-robust M and E mechanisms. Lack of resources – staff, technical 
capacity, funding, and equipment – are all cited as issues impeding 
effective implementation and monitoring of food and nutrition 
security action plans. Technical capacity building, which this report 
has helped to surface, is needed to ensure policy and program 
objectives are achieved. Some focus areas of women empowerment 
which have not achieved adequate progress include access to credit 
and decision-making roles for women in agriculture.

Focus on women and youth issues is mentioned in most policies 
but has not been adequately achieved. The lack of women and youth 
indicators in most policy action plans, and M and E frameworks poses 
a significant challenge for monitoring progress of inclusivity 
objectives. Vulnerable populations, for example, the elderly and 
disabled, are also inadequately targeted for food and nutrition security 
policies and programming.

Whilst efforts have been made to make policies nutrition-
sensitive, the following gaps have been noted:

 (i) Food production and income generation are the main priorities 
of food policies, with limited attention on production and 
supply of diverse and nutrient-dense foods.

 (ii) Allocation of farming resources are not women- or 
youth-sensitive.

 (iii) Information systems for agricultural marketing as well as labor- 
and time-saving technologies are lacking.

 (iv) There is lack of male involvement in ensuring adequate 
nutrition for mothers and children. In addition, nutrition-
specific interventions do not address adolescent girl’s needs.

 (v) Inadequate funding, poor leadership and governance and 
inadequate monitoring and evaluation systems hinder 
successful implementation of policies, strategies and programs, 
even when they are nutrition-sensitive.

The findings were used for capacity building of mid-level policy 
makers during planned virtual national and regional roundtables. The 
meetings highlighted the gaps that exist and provided awareness to 
policy makers to discuss actions aimed at developing measures to 
improve future food and nutrition policies and their implementation.

There is a need to conduct research on sustainable funding 
mechanisms and identify successful cases of how governments and 
their partners should sustainably fund nutrition programs. It is 
critical that all three countries research and implement evidence-
based interventions, whilst identifying a basic set of indicators 

which measure the impact of agriculture on nutrition and ensure 
efficient use of resources. Efforts should be made to investigate the 
most effective incentives to improve nutrition outcomes and how to 
create functional public-private partnership arrangements. It is also 
necessary to conduct research on how to empower women and 
youth for more meaningful participation in food and agriculture 
value chains.
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