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Abstract
Background: Almost half of all children in South Asia are stunted. Although agriculture has the
potential to be a strong driver of undernutrition reduction and serves as the main source of livelihood for
over half of South Asia’s population, its potential to reduce undernutrition is currently not being realized.
Objective: The Leveraging Agriculture for Nutrition in South Asia (LANSA) research consortium seeks
to understand how agriculture and agrifood systems can be better designed to improve nutrition in South
Asia. In 2013 and 2014, LANSA carried out interviews with stakeholders influential in, and/or knowl-
edgeable of, agriculture–nutrition policy in India, Pakistan, andBangladesh, to gain a better understanding of
the institutional and political factors surrounding the nutrition sensitivity of agriculture in the region.
Methods: Semistructured interviews were carried out in India, Bangladesh, and Pakistan with a total
of 56 stakeholders representing international organizations, research, government, civil society,
donors, and the private sector.
Results: The findings point to mixed perspectives on countries’ policy sensitivity toward nutrition.
There was consensus among stakeholders on the importance of political commitment to nutrition,
improving nutrition literacy, strengthening capacities, and improving the use of financial resources.
Conclusions: Although there are different ways in which South Asian agriculture can improve its
impact on nutrition, sensitizing key influencers to the importance of nutrition for the health of a
country’s population appears as a critical issue. This should in turn serve as the premise for political
commitment, intersectoral coordination to implement nutrition-relevant policies, adequately
resourced nutrition-specific and nutrition-sensitive programs, and sufficient capacities at all levels.
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Introduction

In South Asia, approximately 39% of children

under 5 years of age are stunted. Although the

prevalence of stunting in the region has declined

by a third in the past 20 or so years (from 61% in

1990 to 39% in 2011), three of the six countries

that globally have the highest number of stunted

children are part of this region.1 India, Pakistan,

and Bangladesh have stunting prevalence rates of

48%, 45%, and 41%, respectively, and the num-

ber of stunted children in India is far higher than

that in any other country.1,2 Compared with other

regions, South Asia also has the highest preva-

lence of wasting, with one in six children moder-

ately or severely wasted, and India, Pakistan, and

Bangladesh again representing three of the six

countries with the highest number of wasted chil-

dren under 5 years of age.1i

Agriculture continues to takes up a signifi-

cant share of these countries’ economies,

accounting for between 17% and 25% of GDP

in 2013.4 A large proportion of the population is

employed in the agricultural sector, from 45%
and 47% in Pakistan and Bangladesh, respec-

tively5,6, to 58% in India.7 However, the poten-

tial of agriculture to reduce undernutrition is

currently not being realized in the region due

to volatile environmental and political condi-

tions, disconnects between agriculture and

nutrition5,7, ii and declining shares of agriculture

in the economy.7 Table 1 shows data on several

nutrition- and agriculture-relevant indicators for

all three countries.

Although agriculture has the potential to

reduce undernutrition and deliver high economic

returns to investment11,12, improvements in food

production and consumption do not, per se, lead to

improvements in nutrition and health outcomes.iii

Although there is substantial evidence on the

impact of agricultural interventions on intermedi-

ary nutrition outcomes, such as indicators of

knowledge of health and nutrition, production,

consumption, and expenditure, there is little evi-

dence for the impact of agricultural interventions

on final nutrition outcomes such as stunting,

wasting, and micronutrient status, and very little

evidence on the ‘‘pathways of impact’’12,15-18.iv

Other factors that can negatively affect nutrition,

such as poor sanitation, agriculture-related dis-

eases, women’s disempowerment, and inadequate

quality of health services, can prevent agriculture

from having a positive impact on nutrition

outcomes.

There is now a growing global consensus on

the importance of nutrition-specific and nutrition-

sensitive interventions (including nutrition-

sensitive agricultural interventions) to improve

nutrition outcomes.v In addition, recent literature

has placed particular emphasis on the importance

of an ‘‘enabling environment’’ for nutrition,

which refers to the sociocultural, economic, polit-

ical, institutional, and policy contexts that govern

the design and implementation of nutrition-

relevant actions.1,12,19 Taking into account these

three types of determinants of malnutrition, the

Leveraging Agriculture for Nutrition in South

Asia (LANSA) research consortium (2012–18)vi

seeks to improve understanding of how South

Asian agriculture and related food policies and

interventions can be better designed and implemen-

ted to increase their impacts on nutrition in India,

Pakistan, Bangladesh, and Afghanistan.vii This

paper shares results from stakeholder interviews

carried out in 2013 and 2014 as part of LANSA’s

research pillar on enabling environments. The next

section of the paper outlines the three factors of the

enabling environment we used for this study, as

well as background on the LANSA research con-

sortium. We then outline the objectives of the study

and the methodology, followed by results, conclu-

sions, and recommendations.

Conceptualizing Enabling
Environments for Nutrition-
Sensitive Agriculture

As part of the 2013 Lancet Nutrition Series,

Gillespie et al. highlighted the importance of
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an ‘‘enabling environment’’ for nutrition,

defined as the ‘‘political and policy processes

that build and sustain momentum for the effec-

tive implementation of actions that reduce

undernutrition’’.19 Three factors, they suggest,

are critical for building and sustaining an

enabling environment for nutrition: politics and

governance (including vertical and horizontal

coherence within and among sectors and stake-

holders, positive contributions from the private

sector and civil society, and strengthening

accountability); knowledge and evidence

(including the generation, framing, communica-

tion, and use of different forms of nutrition-

relevant data, evidence, and knowledge); and

individual, organizational, and systemic capac-

ity and financial resources.19

Two of LANSA’s three research pillars exam-

ine how agricultural interventions can better

improve nutrition, and how the nutritional

impacts of agrifood value chains can be strength-

ened. A third pillar examines how enabling the

social, political, and economic context is impor-

tant in linking agriculture and agrifood systems to

other determinants of nutritional status such as

sanitation or women’s status, and aims to identify

some of the barriers and facilitators to nutrition-

sensitive agricultural development in the region.

This research pillar is structured according to the

understanding of an enabling environment, as

provided by Gillespie et al.,19 in order to better

inform its research approach toward enabling

environments.

As part of this third research pillar, LANSA

carried out several mapping and review activities

and interviews. These consisted of evidence

reviews of the pathways between agriculture and

nutrition in the LANSA countriesviii; country pol-

icy reviews that map out the key agriculture,

food, and nutrition policies and programs in each

countryix; stakeholder mapping and interviews in

order to better understand the current policy land-

scape in relation to agriculture and nutritionx; and

national stakeholder consultations in order to

share, discuss, validate, and critique the findings

of the reviews and the interviews.xi The next two

sections outline the objectives and the methods

used for this study.

Objectives

The first objective of the study was to capture

the views of key stakeholders on the political

and institutional context and dynamics related

to nutrition-sensitive agriculture in their respec-

tive countries. The second objective was to

Table 1. Selected Agriculture- and Nutrition-Relevant National Data.a

Indicator India Bangladesh Pakistan

No. of children < 5 yr affected by stunting (2006, 2011, and 2012,
respectively)b

58,167,000 6,292,000 9,661,000

% of children < 5 yr affected by stunting (2006, 2011, and 2012, respectively)b 48 41 45
Undernourishment (%) (2014)c,d 15 17 22
Availability of fruits and vegetables (g/capita/day) (2011)d 362 137 163
Government expenditure on agriculture (% of total expenditure) (2010,

2009, and 2010, respectively)e
6.8 8.9 3.1

Poverty rate (% of people living under US$2/day) (2010)f 69 77 ––
GDP per capita purchasing power parity (PPP) (US$), 2013 (2010)f 5,238

(4,638)
2,363
(2,135)

4,549
(4,220)

aThis table was compiled from data presented in the Global Nutrition Report Country Profiles (http://globalnutritionreport.org/
the-data/nutrition-country-profiles/country-profiles-asia/).
bUNICEF/World Health Organization/World Bank2

cUndernourishment is defined as the condition of people whose dietary energy consumption is continuously below their dietary
energy requirement for maintaining a healthy life and carrying out normal physical activity.
dFood and Agriculture Organization.8
eInternational Food Policy Research Institute.9
fWorld Bank.10
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understand stakeholders’ knowledge about agri-

culture–nutrition linkages, and their perceptions

of the availability of relevant data and evidence.

As part of this objective, we also sought to

understand stakeholders’ information sources,

communication practices, and how they perceive

and use evidence. The third objective was to

identify capacity needs for agriculture to

become more nutrition sensitive, including the

availability and use of financial resources. The

interview findings are presented in the Results

section of this paper.xii

Methodology

As a first step to identify key players in the agri-

culture–nutrition space in each of the three

countries, mapping exercises were carried out in

2012,xiii followed by country policy reviews and

informal conversations with experts in agricul-

ture, nutrition, and health. Based on these find-

ings, ‘‘long lists’’ of key stakeholders were

generated in each country, consisting of represen-

tatives from government, research/academia,

nongovernmental organizations (NGOs)/civil

society organizations, bi- and multilateral organi-

zations, the media, and the private sector, all of

whom had varying levels of expertise in agricul-

ture, nutrition, and/or health. The stakeholders

were then categorized according to their level of

influence in the agriculture–nutrition policy

space, their support for improving the nutrition

sensitivity of agriculture, the sector(s) and orga-

nization within which they primarily worked, the

reasons that they were included in the list, and

whether they had been interviewed recently on

a similar topic. This allowed the lists of stake-

holders to be narrowed down to ‘‘short lists’’ of

those considered most important to interview for

this study. A total of 22 stakeholders were ulti-

mately interviewed in India, 21 in Pakistan, and

13 in Bangladesh (Table 2). Informed written

consent was obtained from the stakeholders prior

to the interviews in India; in Pakistan and Ban-

gladesh, the interviewees were informed what the

information would be used for before the inter-

view took place. In all countries, the interviewees

were told that their responses would be kept

anonymous.

The interviews were recorded when possible

and transcribed, and/or interview notes were writ-

ten up. The interviewers (usually accompanied by

a note taker) conducted the interviews with the

support of an interview guide with open-ended

questions based on the three objectives outlined

in the previous section: the political and institu-

tional context of agriculture and nutrition,xiv

knowledge and evidence,xv and capacity and

resources.xvi Information from interview tran-

scripts and notes was categorized in an Excel

matrix according to codes representing the three

factors of the enabling environment used for this

study, based on Gillespie et al.,19 and subcodes

capturing more specific information that sur-

faced during the interviews. Data analysis and

writeup were based on information captured in

the matrix.

Study Limitations

Considering the multisectorality of nutrition, the

various levels at which policy or programmatic

changes can take place, and the plurality of indi-

viduals involved, the findings of this study are

based on a relatively small number of stake-

holders in the three LANSA countries. It is there-

fore not possible to make broad generalizations

about the views of those working in these sectors.

However, the in-depth nature of the interviews

provides access to key insights into both common

and specific concerns across the three countries.

These concerns can be validated on a larger scale

and, as part of a deeper analysis, inform under-

standing about how agriculture can be made more

nutrition-sensitive in each of these three coun-

tries. A second limitation is that the study is

slightly unbalanced in the level of the stake-

holders who were interviewed. For example,

whereas stakeholders interviewed in Pakistan

represented both national and provincial levels,

in Bangladesh and India the majority of stake-

holders interviewed worked at the national level.

Identifying and interviewing several more stake-

holders at the state and substate levels might have

given more insight into the local level perceptions

of agriculture–nutrition linkages in these two

countries and might be something worth explor-

ing in future LANSA research.
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Results

In this section we share the interview findings

using the three key factors of the enabling envi-

ronment outlined earlier. We first discuss the polit-

ical and institutional context of agriculture and

nutrition, including stakeholder perceptions of

barriers and facilitators to nutrition-sensitive agri-

culture and actions required to improve nutrition-

sensitive agriculture, as well as countries’ policy

formulation processes. The next section, on

knowledge and evidence, includes a discussion

of stakeholder understandings of agriculture–nutri-

tion linkages, their views on availability of data

and evidence on agriculture–nutrition linkages,

and what type of evidence is most appropriate for

influencing policy. Last, we discuss findings

regarding capacity and resources to leverage agri-

culture for nutrition. The findings are hence based

on the perceptions of the interviewed stakeholders.

Political and Institutional Context
of Agriculture and Nutrition

Policy, priorities, and politics: Barriers to and
facilitators of nutrition-sensitive agriculture. In India,

Bangladesh, and Pakistan, stakeholders were

divided about whether nutrition is sufficiently

considered in the agriculture/agrifood sector. In

India, representatives from government (in both

agriculture and nutrition), industry, and multilat-

eral organizations (10/22)xvii felt that nutritional

considerations are starting to be considered in

agricultural policies and programs. The reason for

this increasing recognition of nutrition is India’s

consistently high malnutrition rates, despite its

rapid economic growth and investments in the

agricultural sector, as well as the country’s

achievements in agricultural production, allowing

for more space for nutrition in policy discussions.

Two catalysts mentioned for the increased atten-

tion to nutrition—events that could be described

as ‘‘agenda setting’’ in the policy process litera-

ture20,21—were the 2011 New Delhi 2020 confer-

ence ‘‘Leveraging Agriculture for Improving

Nutrition and Health’’ and India’s 2013 Food

Security Bill. The interviewees reported that

Indian states have started to emphasize and invest

in biofortification and nutrition-sensitive agricul-

ture, such as kitchen gardens, horticultural pro-

duce, and promoting nutrient-rich agriculture in

rural areas, including promoting the inclusion of

Table 2. Number and Background of Interviewed Stakeholders in Each Country.

Type of organization or ministry Bangladesh India Pakistan

Ministry of Agriculture 1 –– 1
At provincial or state level –– –– ––

Ministry of Food (Security)/Food Processing 1 1 2
At provincial or state level –– –– ––

Ministries of Fisheries and/or Livestock 2 –– 1
At provincial or state level –– –– 1

Ministry of Health 1 –– 2
At provincial or state level –– –– 2

Other ministries or departments, e.g. Planning and Development, Women and
Children

–– 3 5

At provincial or state level –– 2 5
Civil society/nongovernmental organizations 4 8 3
International agencies 1 2 3
Bilateral or multilateral donors 1 1
Research 1 4 2
Industry/private sector –– 2 ––
Media 1 1 ––
Other –– 1 1
Total 13 22 21

Source: Compiled by authors.
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nutrition in agriculture departments in universi-

ties. This finding resonates with the country

policy review for India, which found that, for

example, India’s National Rural Livelihood Mis-

sion has the potential for linkages with the agri-

cultural sector to improve nutrition outcomes, and

that in general the government has started to think

multisectorally about nutrition.xviii

By contrast, over half of interviewees in India

(12/22)—from research, civil society, industry,

government, and the media—asserted that con-

sistent emphasis on staples such as wheat and

rice (including in programs like the Public Dis-

tribution System) has shifted policy and pro-

grammatic focus away from pulses, vegetables,

fruits, and micronutrients, as well as indigenous

and traditional farming systems. Additionally,

bureaucrats frequently rotate between minis-

tries, which means little continuity in terms of

policy and programming. The lack of under-

standing of nutrition among policy makers, inef-

ficient knowledge transfers from national to

state levels, including associated language bar-

riers, and a gap between policy-making and

implementation present further challenges.

Moreover, although the Ministry of Women and

Child Development has the official mandate to

convene different departments on nutrition, it is

not perceived to have the status and the political

power to do so effectively. Hence, nutrition is

perceived to gain attention within agriculture

only when political pressure is applied or there

are particular political incentives to do so.

Furthermore, stakeholders reported a lack of

leadership (even a resistance to change within the

government and the Ministry of Agriculture) and

ineffective coordination between sectors from the

central to the community level.xix Last, the coun-

try’s diversity of agroclimatic zones and the lack

of evidence on cost-effective interventions, high

operational costs, lack of skilled agricultural

labor or stable employment, reduced interest in

agriculture and subsequent migration, lack of

incentives to produce nutritious foods, and

decline in the agriculture extension system were

reported as challenges to devising appropriate

nutrition-sensitive, agriculture-related policies

and programs. These are findings that resonate

with recent literature on increasing incentives

(and decreasing disincentives) regarding avail-

ability, access, and consumption of nutritious,

diverse, and safe foods23, as well as the impor-

tance of a workforce with appropriate skills to

ensure proper implementation.24

Similar concerns were voiced in Bangladesh.

Stakeholders from government, research, and

industry stated that while there is still a tendency

to focus on rice and wheat production, the gov-

ernment and several other development actors are

beginning to recognize the importance of making

agriculture more nutrition sensitive and diversify-

ing diets, but emphasized that the agenda contin-

ued to be driven by development partners (7/13).

Following the 1996 World Food Summit, the

country’s policy environment has broadened its

understanding of food security to accessibility,

availability, utilization, and stabilization, in the

form of the National Food Policy (2006), the

National Food Policy Plan of Action (2008–15),

and the Bangladesh Country Investment Plan on

Agriculture, Food Security, and Nutrition, which

has led to the implementation of several

agriculture-for-nutrition programs as well as

school feeding programs. Several high-level pol-

icy makers now recognize the role of nutrition in

preventing disease and achieving other develop-

ment outcomes.xx

About half of the stakeholders in Bangladesh—

from civil society, government, and the media

(7/13)—found that nutrition remains a marginal

consideration in policy discourse, research, and

agricultural extension because of a lack of coordi-

nation between sectors, insufficient understanding

or interest in other sectors or other types of inter-

ventions (the current focus is primarily on

nutrition-specific interventions), and an absence

of accountability, leading to ineffective implemen-

tation of policies. While the Ministry of Health has

a separate nutrition wing, other ministries do not,

making it challenging to collaborate on nutrition.

And although collaboration between sectors is

improving, especially at the policy level, coordina-

tion in implementation is still largely absent.

In Pakistan, one-third of those interviewed (7/

21)—from government, international organiza-

tions, research, and donors—felt that nutrition is

not a priority in the agricultural sector. Govern-

ment representatives (primarily from the
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agriculture, food security, and planning depart-

ments) emphasized that food security is a priority,

seemingly based on the assumption that the pro-

duction of sufficient quantities of food accompa-

nied by sound agricultural practices (irrigation,

timely harvesting) would result in improved

nutrition. The focus for certain stakeholders was

primarily on increasing agricultural production

and income generation. One official from a pro-

vincial department stated: ‘‘Our focus is on [ . . . ]

self-sufficiency. We might get into enhancing

nutritional value once we have addressed these

issues. [Once] food security [is] ensured [and]

we have exportable surplus, then this [nutrition]

might be the priority.’’ As nutrition is generally

considered the mandate of the provincial depart-

ments of health, this leads to a lack of cooperation

and coordination between government depart-

ments on nutrition and inadequate inclusion of

nutrition indicators in other sectors.xxi Leadership

and technical capacity within the government

were identified as further challenges, as well as

a lack of knowledge of the importance of nutri-

tion and its impact on the economy. This means

that ‘‘tangible’’ issues, such as electricity and

construction, are emphasized more during elec-

tions than issues like ‘‘hidden hunger.’’

One-third of interviewees in Pakistan (7/21)

reported that nutrition was gaining prominence.

The introduction of the Intersectoral Nutrition

Strategy has provided a structure for various pro-

vincial departments to coordinate. Furthermore,

Pakistan has joined the Scaling Up Nutrition

(SUN) movement, and there are an increasing

number of nutrition-sensitive agricultural pro-

grams and improvements in agricultural technol-

ogies such as biofortification.xxii As one

provincial government official stated: ‘‘After the

2011 National Nutrition Survey, which showed

the poor nutritional status of mothers and chil-

dren, it was decided that in Punjab a multisectoral

integrated nutrition strategy should be developed.

Nutrition had to be integrated into health, food,

agriculture, education, social protection, and

WASH [water, sanitation, and hygiene].’’

Perceptions of actions to improve nutrition-sensitive
agriculture. Stakeholders in India stated that the

government and other actors are addressing

nutrition in a variety of ways. At the state level,

for example, training modules for NGO and gov-

ernment staff are being developed, and pulses and

vegetables for feeding programs are being pro-

cured locally to encourage local production and

consumption. Furthermore, research on bioforti-

fication is developing. Making existing programs,

such as the Public Distribution System, more

nutrition sensitive, increasing production of more

nutritious products, including program indicators

not just on productivity but also on nutrition and

health, and raising awareness of nutrition at all

levels were all deemed critical to move the nutri-

tion agenda forward. In Bangladesh, stakeholders

reported that the Department of Agricultural

Extension was working on implementing an

agenda to ensure balanced diets and that the gov-

ernment was providing support by privatizing the

seed market, allowing farmers to import seeds for

profitable vegetables. Value chains need to be

strengthened, however, in order to minimize

wastage.

In Pakistan, the Planning Commission has

been nominated as the focal body for nutrition

at the national level and the Planning and Devel-

opment Departments at the provincial level.

However, although these departments have sub-

stantial political power, there is a general feeling

that they also suffer from capacity issues. Several

development partners—in the form of the Paki-

stan Nutrition Development Partners’ Group—

are working toward establishing a designated

authority on nutrition at the federal and provincial

levels. Following the launch of SUN in 2013 by

the Ministry of Food Security and Research, the

government will move to develop multistake-

holder mechanisms and actions, along with

United Nations agencies and NGOs, to take the

nutrition agenda forward. The government is also

seeking to modernize agriculture by focusing on

new technologies and new varieties of seeds and

vegetables, fish, and poultry, and improving reg-

ulation. North–South and South–South exchange

programs are providing a way for people from

institutions in Pakistan to receive training else-

where. Stakeholders at the provincial level

reported that multisectoral policies are starting

to be developed and that some programs are

working on health and WASH.
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Stakeholders in all three countries—repre-

senting civil society, research, government, and

international organizations—emphasized that

there is a need to improve collaboration on

nutrition between sectors (horizontal coherence),

from ministries to extension workers (vertical

coherence),xxiii and to raise awareness among

policy makers and in communities about the

importance of nutrition so that appropriate inter-

ventions can be implemented and properly

funded and behavior change could be achieved.

To do this, capacity-strengthening, such as nutri-

tion training and training on water and sanitation

and health, is important to improve awareness of

the multisectorality of nutrition. In Pakistan in

particular, provincial-level government officials

emphasized the importance of mainstreaming

gender considerations into their programs, raising

awareness of the role of women in agriculture,

and hiring more female extension workers. Poli-

tical leadership, commitment, and accountability,

in order to develop and implement nutrition-

sensitive agricultural programs, was another

theme identified across countries.

Policy formulation processes, influences, and
opportunities for input. Although most stakeholders

in all countries agreed that policies were formu-

lated based on thorough consultation processes,

they also indicated several challenges. Some

respondents found that evidence is not always

taken into account when policy decisions are

made, policies are often developed based on emo-

tional arguments and sentiments, and policy mak-

ers do not always have time to wait for evidence

and are often pressured by interest groups and

powerful lobbies. Because the same people are

usually involved in policy formulation, a shift in

mindset does not easily take place within the agri-

cultural sector.

Representatives at the provincial level in Paki-

stan stated that although it is possible for

nutrition-sensitive policy to be formulated,

implementation is challenging. With regard to

agricultural policy in particular, although it is

driven by the public sector, there is a need to

balance the mandate of the public sector with the

role of the private sector. Others stated that they

were not aware of how policy is formulated in

Pakistan, but were aware of agricultural research

institutes providing recommendations to the

Department of Agriculture.

Several opportunities exist across countries for

influencing policy formulation. Individual lead-

ership19,20,22 was seen as an important driver of

policy influence and change in India and Paki-

stan—whether within government or by cham-

pions outside the government who have

constructive relations with policy makers.

Furthermore, particularly in India and Pakistan,

issues that are more likely to win elections and

give policy makers recognition are perceived to

be prioritized, such as construction and infra-

structure or electricity, as well as personal incen-

tives related to financial benefits, job creation, or

family.xxiv One of the respondents suggested that

although nutrition does not tend to be a vote-

winning issue, including it in policy makers’

plans will provide an incentive to pay attention

to this issue.

Respondents in India and Pakistan reported

that evidence can inform policy-making but that

policy makers often do not have the time to wait

for results or scrutinize evidence in detail.

Because accountability is often lacking, there is

not much incentive to use research and/or conduct

analyses. Evidence needs to be communicated in

such a way that policy makers can understand it

and be convinced by it, such as in the form of

short policy guidance notes with clear policy rec-

ommendations. Stakeholders in India found that

policy makers are often especially interested in

evidence from small projects that can be repli-

cated or scaled up, cost-effectiveness of pro-

grams, and examples of the types of policies

and programs that have been successful in other

countries.xxv Furthermore, they reported that both

convening power and ‘‘political pull’’ are key for

a Ministry. One NGO representative in Pakistan

said: ‘‘We can actually convince them [policy

makers], because we know that they are educated

people and if you can put forward the facts and

the figures, it is always possible that we can con-

vince them.’’ Donors, and hence funding arrange-

ments, were also mentioned as influencing policy

decisions in both Bangladesh and Pakistan.

In light of the above, there are various oppor-

tunities for influencing policy formulation.
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Timing is key, with the period before an election

presenting a clear opportunity for influencing par-

ties’ manifestos. Also, when five-year plans are

developed (India) or when the Prime Minister is

deciding on the development strategy (Pakistan),

there are opportunities for input; if nutrition

becomes part of the overall development strategy,

it ‘‘will have some chances of basically going an

extra mile’’ (NGO representative, India). In India,

the Planning Commission and the ministries collect

feedback through their websites on five-year plans

and specific policy proposals. In Pakistan, Annual

Development Programs at the departmental level

are discussed with a variety of stakeholders who

provide their inputs. Furthermore, formal consulta-

tions are held during the policy formulation

process with key stakeholders (such as NGOs,

industry, and consumers) through workshops or

by putting draft policies on ministries’ websites.

Interviewees across countries also emphasized

that to ensure that research findings can have an

influence on the policy-making process, it is

important to have ongoing engagement and inter-

action with policy makers. One of the intervie-

wees cited the International Food Policy

Research Institute’s establishment of the Pakistan

Strategy Support Program as an example, as well

as its continuous engagement with the govern-

ment on policies related to wheat procurement,

measurement of poverty, and electricity subsi-

dies. Another stakeholder mentioned that the

Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) had

worked with the Khyber Pakhtunkhwa and Balo-

chistan governments to assist these provinces to

draft their agricultural policies. At the national

level in Pakistan, the FAO has helped the Minis-

try of Food Security and Research formulate a

national policy on agriculture and food security

(all supporting nutrition) and has supported pol-

icy formulation in Azad Jammu and Kashmir.

Researchers thus have the opportunity to influ-

ence policy, but research needs to be robust and

implementable. Civil society also has the capac-

ity to influence policy by, for example, carrying

out social audits; the Right to Food Campaign in

India was mentioned as an example of successful

influence by civil society.

Influence and pressure from the media and

civil society seem to have positively influenced

accountability mechanisms in India and Bangla-

desh. For example, in Bangladesh, a planning and

monitoring cell in the Department of Fisheries

monitors the development of projects and con-

ducts field visits to ensure that activities are on

track. Others mentioned that each year the Min-

istry of Food monitors progress on projects of the

government and development partners and that

the National Food Policy Plan of Action and the

Community Investment Plan Monitoring Report

2013 are ways to ensure accountability.

Several others found that there is limited

accountability in place. In India, some respon-

dents were concerned that those in positions of

power were only interested in taking the initiative

on issues for which they would receive credit.

Furthermore, they felt that policies are formu-

lated and/or changed without being informed by

evidence. Even within research institutions, this

behavior among more senior researchers leads to

frustration for younger researchers. In Pakistan,

stakeholders were of the opinion that since decen-

tralization, there have been limited accountability

frameworks in place at the provincial level and

limited political will; policy makers are not

incentivized to use research and conduct high-

quality analyses. In Bangladesh, weak enforce-

ment of the salt iodization law (1989) was men-

tioned as being due to a lack of capacity and

governance.

Knowledge and Evidence

Perceptions of agriculture–nutrition linkages. Almost

two-thirds of all interviewees highlighted that

agriculture mainly affects nutrition through the

production (and therefore improved availability)

of food, not only staple crops but also animal-

source foods, fruits, and vegetables. Soil quality,

agricultural practices, and technologies such as

biofortification, as well as dietary practices, were

said to further influence this pathway. Agriculture

was also perceived as an important source of

income for agricultural workers as well as pro-

ducers. The interviewees highlighted the impact

of agricultural policies on prices, affecting farm-

ers’ income as well as consumers’ purchasing

power and therefore food intake. Respondents

in Pakistan stated that this is especially important,
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as 60% of people are net food buyers. Value

chains were also identified as a key way in which

nutrition security can be enhanced, for example,

by reducing wastage during transportation and

processing or by adding micronutrients.

About one-fifth of the respondents reported

other pathways. Women’s empowerment and their

control over household resources were highlighted

as ways to improve the nutrition of households and

especially children. The impact of agriculture on

women’s health and hence their ability to care for

their children, as well as the impact of women’s

health on their capacity to contribute to agricul-

ture, was mentioned. In Pakistan in particular, the

role of female extension workers was mentioned

as important by provincial-level government offi-

cials, particularly with regard to communicating

with female farmers about poultry, milk, and graz-

ing. Other intermediary factors, especially the role

of access to safe water and improved sanitation

and hygiene, were considered important in all

countries, as well as issues that determine access

to nutritious foods in other ways, such as social

safety net programs in rural areas (employment

schemes, cash transfers), health-related behaviors

and practices, lack of access to and ownership of

land, and issues of caste and gender.

In all three countries, the respondents—from

government, international organizations, civil

society, and research—felt that one of the key

ways in which agriculture can become more

nutrition sensitive is through further improve-

ment of agricultural technologies. Biofortifica-

tion was highlighted, as well as using research

and development to develop higher-yielding and

more nutrient-dense crop varieties, and increas-

ing the production of pulses and horticultural

crops in a way that is attractive and beneficial

to farmers as well as consumers. Respondents in

India and Pakistan in particular emphasized the

role of the private sector in introducing seed and

crop varieties that are more nutritious and

disease- and pest-resistant, as well as promoting

home gardens and animal-source foods. Issues

such as improving infrastructure to reduce food

wastage and prevent postharvest losses were

mentioned across all three countries, primarily

by representatives from government and interna-

tional organizations.

Furthermore, representatives from govern-

ment, international organizations, and civil soci-

ety mentioned that raising awareness about

nutrition and the way in which agriculture affects

nutrition was seen as an important approach to

improve the impact of agriculture on nutrition

(for example, through behavior change commu-

nication and awareness raising among policy

makers). A stronger focus on the role of women

in agriculture, their education, and their broader

empowerment was also considered critical for

maximizing the impact of agriculture on nutrition

outcomes.xxvi In India in particular, a representa-

tive from an international organization mentioned

that the way in which caste affects access to food

is an important issue that needs to be

addressed.xxvii

Availability of data and evidence. In India, data are

available from a variety of sources, such as the

National Family Health Survey (NFHS), the

National Institute of Nutrition (NIN), the Food

and Agriculture Organization (FAO), the World

Health Organization (WHO), and the FAO-

established Codex Alimentarius Commission

(CODEX). In Pakistan, sources for data include

the DHS (Demographic and Health Survey), the

HIES (Household Integrated Economic Survey),

agriculture surveys, and the NNS (National Nutri-

tion Survey) – which can be triangulated. In Ban-

gladesh, the Centre for Policy Dialogue (CPD)

and the Bangladesh Institute of Development

Sciences (BIDS) are considered the most reliable

producers of evidence, as well as the International

Food Policy Research Institute, BRAC, FAO, the

International Centre for Diarrhoeal Disease

Research, Bangladesh (ICDDR, B), and the

media. Others found that although there are suf-

ficient data, they are not used effectively or there

is an overwhelming amount of data and help is

needed to pull out key details.

Respondents in India found that there are suf-

ficient studies on soil composition, livestock, irri-

gation, mitigation of negative nutritional impacts

(e.g., from soybean), as well as good quality evi-

dence from microbiology linking agriculture to

nutrition and good documentation on the linkages

between health, drinking water, and nutrition.

However, there were also a significant number
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of respondents who found that there is not enough

evidence on agriculture–nutrition linkages (such

as the impact of agricultural production on nutri-

tion outcomes) and that the evidence that does

exist is scattered, mainly from pilot projects or

agricultural interventions with specific nutrition

outcomes. For example, in India, the National

Family Health Survey has not been carried out

since 2005. Similarly, in Pakistan, the NNS is not

carried out frequently enough (every 10 years

instead of every 5 years). Furthermore, agricultural

statistics data are often outdated and unreliable and

analysis is not thorough.xxviii More research is

needed on value chains (preserving, storing, trans-

porting) and nutrition, micronutrients as opposed

to staples, and scaling up of nutrition-sensitive

pilot projects.

Evidence most appropriate for influencing policy. In

all three countries, one of the primary ways in

which evidence is most effectively communi-

cated to policy makers is through short policy

briefs with clear policy recommendations. For

example, in Pakistan, nutrition policy guidance

notes were prepared in collaboration with differ-

ent departments; academic papers tend to be

more difficult for policy makers to digest.

Furthermore, individuals who champion the use

of evidence are also helpful, whether they are

technical experts, government representatives,

or other types of nutrition champions, and

face-to-face meetings are an effective way to

communicate and influence policy makers. Evi-

dence of what works at scale is important, as

well as evidence from the field and from other

countries such as Brazil. The media plays a key

role in gathering and reporting on field-level

information, highlighting research findings, and

mobilizing and educating people.

Capacity and Resources

Capacity—at the individual, organizational, and

systemic levels—is considered a key element of

an enabling environment for nutrition.19,28

In all three countries, interviewees reported that,

at an individual level, there is a lack of

understanding about nutrition and agriculture–

nutrition linkages at all administrative levels.

In Bangladesh, stakeholders—primarily from

international organizations—emphasized that it

is important for the government to invest in

nutrition (as well as WASH and health) training

for community-level workers, but also for those

at the top levels, so that technical skills can be

strengthened and collaboration between sectors

improved. Furthermore, they emphasized that

subsistence farmers need to be empowered with

regard to technology and knowledge of value

chains. In India, civil society representatives

found that there is a need to strengthen exten-

sion workers’ knowledge about cropping and

seeds but also about infant and young child

feeding (IYCF), WASH, and healthcare, and

that the capacity of small farmers and NGOs

with regard to management needed strengthen-

ing so that they can plan and implement scale-

up. They also highlighted that approaches to

enhancing the nutrition sensitivity of agricul-

ture are lacking at the district and block levels

and that there are challenges in translating

resources from the central level to local lan-

guages in different states. In Pakistan,

government representatives stated that civil

servants in departments of agriculture and

health, including those in field-based posts,

lack sufficient knowledge about agriculture–

nutrition linkages. Furthermore, respondents

from research stated that there is a need to

train middle- and top-level policy makers on

how to use research to inform policy so that

they have the capacity to use evidence. Capac-

ity of researchers was also said to be deterior-

ating in some countries due to brain drain (e.g.,

the National Agricultural Research System

[NARS] in Bangladesh) or because people

enter jobs through the back door without the

necessary qualifications, as reported in

Pakistan.

At an organizational level, interviewees in

Bangladesh from research, civil society, and

international organizations gave examples of

some of the institutions that have seen a decline

in their research capacity, such as the Bangladesh

Agriculture University, the Bangladesh Standards

and Testing Institution (BSTI), and the Bureau of

Statistics and Planning Ministry. Government

representatives in Bangladesh argued that
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capacity-strengthening is needed for institutions

working on value chains for fisheries, and pro-

grams working on food production needed better

coordination and improved knowledge. In both

India and Pakistan, interviewees reported that

more research is needed on the role of women

in agriculture and that gender-friendly agriculture

models need to be scaled up.

At a more systemic level, one of the main

challenges in India was perceived to be the move-

ment of bureaucrats between different ministries,

leading to a lack of capacity on nutrition. Even if

research capacity exists, the bureaucracy does not

have the capacity to pull different actors together

or the political will to do so. Similarly, in Paki-

stan, stakeholders experienced a lack of integra-

tion between ministries on nutrition. One research

organization representative in Pakistan stated:

‘‘The governments seem to lurch from one thing

to another almost everywhere, things seem to

catch them off guard and they have to have a

reaction and it’s sometimes good and often

poor.’’ In Bangladesh, there were differences in

perceived capacity between ministries; for exam-

ple, one research stakeholder stated that the Min-

istry of Livestock and Fisheries had low research

and implementation capacity (and funding) com-

pared to other ministries (like the Ministries of

Agriculture and Health), and a government rep-

resentative mentioned that every ministry needs

three or four people who could work on translating

research findings to policy. Several stakeholders—

primarily from international organizations and

government—mentioned that value chains need

to be strengthened (more investments, better

storage capacity, better networks, better pro-

cessing, better knowledge and technologies).

About half of interviewees in Bangladesh stated

that overall, a lack of manpower is the primary

capacity issue.

With regard to sufficiency of financial

resources, a substantial number of interviewees

in India (9/22) agreed that these are adequate for

the agriculture/agrifood sector to improve nutri-

tion. They stated that many ministries do not

manage to spend their budgets and that there were

sufficient financial resources for researchers and

for interventions to increase production.

Improvement is needed, however, on how

resources are spent in a more meaningful way;

long-term impacts should be prioritized. At the

state level, however, budgets seem to face chal-

lenges. Others mentioned that the amount of

financial resources required depends on the

extent of scale-up, and that there is not enough

evidence of cost-effectiveness of programs and of

targeting to the poor (urban, migrants, tribals) to

determine what financial resources are needed. In

Pakistan, although there is not necessarily a short-

age of financial resources, respondents found that

there is a need for improved capacity in relation

to how resources should be spent (8/21), with

poor investment in agriculture, for example, espe-

cially agricultural research and development. A

few respondents (4/21) were concerned about the

political motivations attached to spending deci-

sions (e.g., war on terror or defense, water, phys-

ical infrastructure development) and felt that the

capacity to adequately allocate financial

resources is a challenge. Stakeholders in all three

countries indicated the importance of managing

resources better, rather than merely increasing

them—a finding that differs from recent studies

that indicate a demand for increasing funding for

implementation of nutrition-sensitive agricultural

polices.29

Conclusions and Recommendations

While most stakeholders highlighted produc-

tion, income, and food prices as pathways

through which agriculture can influence nutri-

tion, a much smaller proportion highlighted the

role of women in agriculture and how this

impacts their health, use of time, and control

over resources. This seemed to inform their

views on how conducive the policy environment

is in their respective countries to nutrition-

sensitive agriculture, and how this enabling

environment can be improved.

Across the three countries, there were clearly

mixed views among stakeholders on whether the

policy environment is conducive to strengthening

agriculture–nutrition linkages. While nearly half

of all stakeholders emphasized that nutrition-

sensitive agriculture is gaining political trac-

tion—exemplified by high-level events, relevant

policies, and improvements in agricultural
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technologies (such as biofortification), as well as

nutrition-sensitive programming—another half

believed that the general policy environment con-

tinues to emphasize staple crops and that a lack of

intersectoral coordination prevents nutrition from

being adequately addressed.

Several key challenges were highlighted

across countries, such as inadequate nutrition

literacy and technical capacity, from policy

makers to extension workers to communities;

lack of political leadership on nutrition and a

related lack of accountability, as well as influ-

ence by powerful private sector lobbies that

dominate the political agenda; insufficient coor-

dination between relevant sectors on nutrition

issues; infrequent collection and limited avail-

ability of quality data on both agriculture and

nutrition (in the same surveys); ineffective com-

munication of evidence to policy makers; and

insufficient technical capacity among extension

workers, civil servants, and even researchers.

Across the three countries, interviewees high-

lighted the need to improve collaboration among

sectors from ministries to extension workers and

to raise evidence-based awareness among policy

makers and in communities about the impor-

tance of nutrition. Influence and pressure from

the media and civil society can positively influ-

ence accountability mechanisms (as mentioned

by stakeholders in India and Bangladesh), and

this resource has not been mobilized enough in

the region.

Despite challenges, there are ways in which

all countries are taking steps toward an increas-

ingly nutrition-sensitive policy environment.

For example, Pakistan joined SUN in 2013 and

has taken steps to develop an intersectoral nutri-

tion strategy. Bangladesh has developed several

relevant policies and programs, such as the

National Nutrition Council and the Country

Investment Plan on Agriculture, Food Security,

and Nutrition, and several Indian states have

established nutrition missions and are working

on improving the nutrition sensitivity of agricul-

tural programming. Several high-level events

and initiatives have also served as ways to raise

the profile of nutrition and its relevance to other

sectors, such as the National Nutrition Survey in

Pakistan, the World Food Summit in Bangladesh

(1996), and the 2011 IFPRI conference ‘‘Lever-

aging Agriculture for Improving Nutrition and

Health’’ in India.

In light of this, and based on stakeholder feed-

back, several issues emerge as being particularly

important for improving the nutrition sensitivity

of the agricultural sector in Pakistan, Bangladesh,

and India:

� Ensuring that systems are in place that

facilitate coordination among different

departments, especially those related to

health, WASH, nutrition, and agriculture;

� Ensuring simultaneous, regular, and inte-

grated collection and analysis of appropri-

ate and high-quality data on agriculture,

nutrition, and health;

� Carrying out thorough evaluations of agri-

culture–nutrition policy processes to fur-

ther understand how policies are shaped

and how they can be best informed by rel-

evant research;

� Effectively and succinctly communicating

research findings in a timely manner to

policy makers (e.g., by policy briefs,

face-to-face meetings, and nutrition

champions);

� Strengthening strategic, operational, and

technical capacities at all levels, espe-

cially with regard to technical knowledge,

communication, and networking skills

and design and operationalization of

nutrition-sensitive programs; there is a

particular need to expand nutrition lit-

eracy, from policy makers to extension

workers and communities, as well as

widen and deepen knowledge of agricul-

ture and nutrition pathways (especially

the pivotal role of women);

� And finally, improving the use of existing

financial resources for nutrition-sensitive

agriculture.
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Notes

i. Globally, approximately 45% of all under-five

deaths are due to undernutrition.3 Undernutri-

tion increases children’s risk of death from

common infections, including diarrhea, pneu-

monia, malaria, measles, and HIV/AIDS;

furthermore, it can compromise cognition and

increase the risk of obesity and chronic

diseases, maternal morbidity and mortality, and

poverty, perpetuating the undernutrition prob-

lem over generations.1,3

ii. In addition, see Yosef et al. (2014). Agricul-

ture–nutrition linkages in Bangladesh. LANSA

Working Paper (unpublished).

iii. Growth in GDP due to agriculture is associated

with faster reductions in undernutrition but also

faster rises in obesity than nonagricultural GDP

growth.13,14

iv. Agricultural programs that have generally been

more successful in improving nutrition out-

comes are those that were targeted to women,

included women’s empowerment and behavior

change components, and included specific

nutrition objectives.12,14 There is a lack of stud-

ies, however, comparing programs that main-

streamed gender with those that did not, or

comparing programs that targeted women with

those that targeted men.12

v. Nutrition-specific interventions address

immediate determinants of malnutrition, such

as disease and inadequate dietary intake.

Nutrition-sensitive interventions address

underlying determinants of malnutrition, such

as inadequate health services, household food

insecurity, and inadequate care and feeding

practices.1,12,19

vi. See www.lansasouthasia.org for more

information.

vii. Although LANSA carried out an initial review,

interviews were not carried out in Afghanistan

at this time due to the volatile security situa-

tion. We have therefore not covered Afghani-

stan in this paper.

viii. See Balagamwala and Gazdar5, Kadiyala

et al.7, and Yosef et al. (2014) (unpublished).

ix. Country policy reviews can be found for Paki-

stan at http://www.lansasouthasia.org/sites/

default/files/Country%20Policy%20Land

scape%20Analysis%20Pakistan.pdf, for Ban-

gladesh at http://www.lansasouthasia.org/

sites/default/files/Country%20Policy%20Land

scape%20Analysis%20Bangladesh.pdf, and for

India at http://www.lansasouthasia.org/sites/

default/files/Country%20Policy%20Land

scape%20Analysis%20India.pdf.

x. Stakeholder mapping reports are unpublished

for India and Bangladesh but are available. The
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stakeholder mapping report from Pakistan can

be found at http://lansasouthasia.org/sites/

default/files/Formatted%20LANSA%20Pak

istan%20Net%20Map%20Report%20%282%

29.pdf.

xi. The reports from these consultations can be

found for Bangladesh at http://lansasoutha

sia.org/sites/default/files/Bangladesh%20

LANSA%20workshop%20report_for_web.pdf,

for India at http://lansasouthasia.org/sites/

default/files/India%20LANSA%20workshop%

20report_for_web.pdf, and for Pakistan at

http://lansasouthasia.org/sites/default/files/

Pakistan%20LANSA%20Agriculture%20

Nutrition%20Workshop%20Report_0.pdf.

xii. Interview findings also serve as a ‘‘baseline’’ of

stakeholder perceptions, which LANSA will

revisit in later years to assess change.

xiii. The mapping process in Pakistan used the Net-

Map tool. More information about this map-

ping tool can be found at https://netmap.word

press.com/about/.

xiv. Here we primarily examined stakeholder per-

ceptions of the extent to which nutrition is con-

sidered in the agricultural sector, factors that

prevent nutrition from being prioritized,

actions that different actors can take or are tak-

ing to ensure nutrition is prioritized in other

sectors, who the key stakeholders are that influ-

ence agriculture–nutrition pathways in each

country, what policy formulation processes are

like in each country, and what or who influ-

ences these processes, and when.

xv. Under knowledge and evidence, we examined

stakeholder perceptions of agriculture–nutri-

tion linkages, current programs or networks

that aim to improve food security and/or value

chains and how they can enhance their impact

on nutrition, the availability and quality of cur-

rently available data and evidence of ‘‘what

works,’’ and policy makers’ incentives to use

information.

xvi. Under capacity and resources, we examined per-

ceptions of existing capacities of individuals,

organizations, and systems to influence the abil-

ity of agriculture to improve nutrition, as well as

the availability of financial resources to do so.

xvii. At points in the text, we give the ratio of

the number of respondents who expressed

particular stated views to the total number

of responders.

xviii. See http://www.lansasouthasia.org/sites/

default/files/Country%20Policy%20Land

scape %20Analysis%20India.pdf for India’s

country policy review.

xix. For more discussion on nutrition leadership,

see Gillespie et al.19, Pelletier et al.20, and

Garret and Natalicchio.22

xx. The Bangladesh country policy review simi-

larly concluded that the 2013 Nutrition

Policy in Bangladesh delineated both

nutrition-specific and nutrition-sensitive

interventions involving diverse stakeholders,

and found that the community-based nutri-

tion program under the Country Investment

Plan on Agriculture, Food Security and

Nutrition addressed the link between short-

term actions against malnutrition and longer-

term food and agriculture interventions

(Yosef et al. 2014, unpublished).

xxi. Having said this, with the introduction of the

Intersectoral Nutrition Strategy in some prov-

inces, there is at least a structure in place for

various provincial departments to coordinate

with one another.

xxii. Pakistan’s only biofortification program is

run by HarvestPlus and the National Agricul-

ture Research Council; the wheat seed devel-

oped under this program is not sold

commercially as of yet. However, GAIN and

the Micronutrient Initiative have run wheat

fortification programs in various parts of the

country, and GAIN is currently working to

relaunch wheat fortification activities in

Punjab.

xxiii. See also Gillespie et al.19 for further discussion

on horizontal and vertical coherence.

xxiv. Recent literature provides further insights into

patron–client relations and how and why in

certain countries politicians ‘‘purchase’’ votes

in exchange for jobs, services, or money.25

xxv. Interestingly, in India stakeholders especially

mentioned the experience of Brazil as an

example.

xxvi. The role of women’s empowerment as a ‘‘path-

way’’ for improving the nutrition sensitivity of

agriculture has been extensively covered in the

recent literature.12,18,26
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xxvii. See, for example, Thorat and Lee27 for a study

on caste discrimination in food security pro-

grams in India.

xxviii. For example, a study on milk contaminants had

to refer to data from India and other interna-

tional sources because there were no data from

Pakistan (http://www.ifpri.org/sites/default/

files/publications/psspwp12.pdf).
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