FOOD SECURITY CHALLENGE =~

* the national level, should not appear an immediate
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URBANIZATION AND THE URBAN POOR - VANUATU'S

Tim Foy!

ABSTRACT

Local staples in towns of Vanuatu are beyond the reach of the urban poor who rely on imported rice which
provides cheap calories. Diversity in food options is lost and the urban poor's food security is dependent
onthe price of rice. Nationalfood policy, emphasizing self sufficiency, has led to the introduction of a tariff
onrice. While successful in containing rural demand, the tariff has failed to reverse the high urban price
differential between rice and local substitutes and urban consumption patterns have remained unaltered,
The tarriff has however, raised the cost of food to the already vulnerable urban poor. Itis argued'that rapid
urbanization will increase demand for imported foods unless consumption habits change. Tariffs will not
achieve this. Emphasis must be placed on reducing the cost of local foods relative to rice by improving
their production, distribution, marketing, and widening food options and providing incentive to change of
habits.
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INTRODUCTION national level provides no automatic assurance of
food security. This paper therefore discusses food
- policy issues applicable notonly for Vanuatu but for
the whole Melanesian region and attempts a contri-
bution to the debate on foed security, foed import
andtraditionalfood productionfor long term stability

Vanuatu comprises an archipelago of over eighty
Wideiy dispersed islands streiching across 800
kilornsters of the South West Pacific. Of the total
land mass of 12,190 square kilometers, approxi-
mately 41% is regarded as cultivable land. At
present, less than one third of the potential arable
areaisthoughit to be under cultivation, including that
under comimercial plantations and fallow. With a
population estimated at just 142,944 in 1988, with
abundant land resoruces and a favourable climate,
Vanuatu has the potential to be physically foed seif
sufficient.  in contrast to many other developing
countries, food security at either the household or

of the developing countries.

VANUATU'S CHANGING
POPULATION

Between the first national census in 1967 and the
third and most recent in 1989, the number of ni-
Port Vila {the national capital} and Luganvilie -
increased at an astounding annual rate of 7.6%.
Aural population over the same period rose annu-
ally by 3%, in itself a rapid rate of growth. The
proportion of ni-Vanuatu urbanized has thus risen
from 6% of the total population in 1967 to 17% in
' Principal Agricultural Economist, Department of Agricutture,  1989. Almost all of this increase can be attributed
Livestock anct Horticulture, Private Mail Bag, Port Vile, Vanuatu.  to netimmigration from rural areas. Table 1 shows

problem. Urbanization is, however, rapidly chang-
ing the distribution of national population, and with
it food consumption pattemns, in a way that funda-
mentally alters the determinanis of food security. In
these circumstances physical self sufficiency at
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Vanuatu's urban expansion. The urbanization radi-
cally alters the determinants of household food
security (HFS), the household's ability to secure
food in sufficient quantity and quality to maintain
good health. The generally good access to self
produced food, that characterizes rural Vanuatu

ated. Only then can interventions be appropriately
designed and targeted and an accommodation of
their needs brought to national level food policies.
To date, food policy has emphasized national self
sufficiency but little, if any, regard has been shown
to food security needs at the household level.

Table 1. Vanuatu's changing population, 1967 - 1987.

1967 1979 1989

Rural/urban Number % Number % Number %
Rural 70,216 90.0 95,467 85.8 116,650 81.6
Urban

Luganville 2,564 33 5,183 47 6,983 49

Port Vila 5,208 6.7 10,601 9:5 19,311 135

Total 7,772 10.0 15,784 14.2 26,294 18.4
Vanuatu 77,988 100.0 111,251 100.0 142,944 100.0

Source: National Planning and Sislistics Ofiice, Port Vila.

with the occasional aberration of tropical cyclone,
ceases whenhouseholds settle intowns. HFSthen
becomes dependent upon securing access to pur-
chased rather than self producedfood; acommand
on food resources predicated on the maintenance
. ofaccessto income to buy-feod which is affordably
priced. Any disruption to income or unfavorable

movement in focd prices can potentially compro-

“mise HFS.

In Vanuatutoday, the urban poor who represent the
largest proportion of a rapidly growing urban popu-
lation, are a particularly vulnerable group. If their
food security is to be improved, it is essential that
the reasons for this vuinerability are fully appreci-

Measures implemented in support of this national
objective have been detrimental to the food needs
of the urban poor.

There are unfortunately littie data available on

incoms and expenditure pattems inwban Vanuatu, - -

The only survey conducted to date was done by the
National Planning and Statistics Office in 1985.
While this may be some time ago, the basic pattern
of household expenditure and some indication of
income levels can be derived from it. These data,
combined with more recent information on food
prices, allow a reasonable discussion on urbaniza-
tion and the changing determinants of household
food security in Vanuatu. .
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THE VULNERABILITY OF THE 3. High share of income and expenditure on
URBAN POOR . food,

Four main factors influence the vulnerable food
security status of the urban poor - two related to

income and two to the pattern of household expen—:'

diture.
1. Low income

Income acts as the most fundamental constraintto the
amount (and quality) of food any household can buy.
The 1985 survey indicated that the average annual
moome of the poorest half of urban households was
]USt 41% ofthelevel enjoyed by the 39% of households
deflned as "middle income" household; 17% of the
average annual income of the 11% belonging to the
*high income" households (Table 2).

Table 2. Urban household income and expenditure on food, 1885.

Although poor households spend less in absolute
terms onfood than wealthy households, that expen-
diture accounts for a significantly greater proportion
of their total spending and income (Table 2). Any
general increase in the price of food therefore hits
the poor proportionately harder. A 10% increase in
food prices, for example, would require a low in-
come household to dedicate an additional 4% of its
income in order to maintain the same level of
consumption; two and a halftimesthe level requwed
by a high income household.

The degree to which.price movements (or reduc-
tions in income) affect HFS, is also dependent on
the household's ability to reallocate expenditure

Proportion of Average Average Household Household
urban households annual house- annual expendi-  income  expenditure devotpd
income ~ ture on food spent on food to food
{%) (Vatu) (Vatu) (%) (%)
Low income 50% 326,000 125,093 38.3 427
Mediumincome 399 797,000 181,405 227 353
Highincome 1% 1,865,000 294,678 15.8 20.5

Source: MNational Planning and Stat

2. Variabllity of income

Any disruption to the flow of income to the house-
hold will impair access to food. There are several
ways in which this can occur: unemployment, short
time working or sickness. L.owincorne employment
tends to be more casual than higher paid jobs.
Therefore breaks in employment and pericds of
underemployment are likely to be more common
amongst the poor.

stics Offics, Port Vila.

away from non-focd items and towards food, f and
when required. - The higher allocation of a poor -
househcld's income to food, limits the fiexibility for
such substitution union is already difficult giventhat
much non-food expenditure is on essantials such
as housing.

4. Limited diversity of food options

Examination of household expenditure patterns
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reveals a high concentration of spending by the
. urban poor on a very narrow range of commodities.
In 1985, five foods - rice, bread, locally produced
starches, canned fish and canned meat accounted
foralmost half of expenditure onfood by low income
groups. Rice alone accounted for over 15% of that
expenditure and provided an estimated 28% of daily
adult calarie needs. By contrast, the same five
items accounted for less than 10% of the average
high income household's food expenditure (see
Table 3).

Table 3. Pattern of urban household expendi-
ture, 1985.

Medium

Income

High

Income

Low
Income

% of all expenditure on food

Rice 15.7 12.7 2.7
 Bread 14.6 11.4 33
Local starches 7.2 5 1.9
Canned fish 5.1 35 0.6
Cannedmeat 6.3 58 1.4
Total 48.9 384 9.9

Source: Wational Planning and Statistics Of-
fice, Port Vila.

i is a feature found elsewhare in the Pacific, and
frequently attributed to consumer preference based
on convenience and taste factors. These "non-
price” advantages, while important to urban con-
sumers, notably for working women, are however
only part of the story. For those with low income,
rice provides cheap energy relative to other avail-
abletraditional foods excepting Manioc. interms of
calories obtained per unit of expenditure, rice rep-
resents good valué for money (Table 4).

The high relative price of localfoods not only skews
consumption patterns towards impofted items but it
also limits food options open to urban consumers.
This reduced diversity jeopardizes HFS as opportu-
nities for substitution with other foods become
limited by the high price of local staples. The price
differential that exists is such, that rice will remain
relatively cheaper even following a substantial in-
crease in its price.

Understanding why traditional foods are so expen-
sive inurbanareas, not justin Vanuatu, but through-
out Melanesia, has been the focus of much debate.
In addition to the more obvious problems attribut-
able to the bulkiness, perishability and high costs of
transporting local staples, Melanesian food mar-
kets, as noted by Brookefield (1969), fail to conform
tothe basictenets of neo-classical economic theory.
They are frequently cited as being "inefficient", as
evidenced by a lack of bargaining and the prefer-
ence of vendors for taking unsold produce home
rather than reducing prices to induce a sale. The
res‘ult isra lack of accommodation between buyers,
who go home unsatisfied, and producers who go
lessthan fully rewarded. The market fails to "clear”
in response to price signals - the key to the alloca-
tion of resources in the working of free and efficient
markets.

Whether the emphasis of the explanation for high
food prices lies with problems of infrastructure or
resuits from the peculiarities of food markets, most

observers would agree that it has litile if anything to

tion and marketing aspacis of the food system are
far more improtant. Their effect has left the food

-security of poor urban households and therefore a

significant and increasing proportion of Vanuatu's
total population, largely dependent on the price of
rice. Any increase in rice cost presents a threat to
HFS. Furthermore, as rice is entirely imported,
domestic prices are influenced by changes in world
prices and exchange rates, so adding an interna-
tional element to urban HFS.
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Table 4. Energy values of alternative foods, Port Vila 1980 - 1991.

‘Rice

,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,

ooking Swest Taro Manioc
Bananas Potato
Kcals per constant 1980 vatu
1980 61.3 35.6 19.3 33.9 36.1 76.1
1081 409 36.6 24.2 38.7 39.2 77.7
1982 57.1 45.1 24.8 428 36.0 77.9
1983 67.2 49.0 27.1 39.0 467 99.8
1984 70.2 41.2 259 37.1 424 87.7
1985 88.2 422 22.9 336 39.9 87.3
1986 84.2 43.3 26.4 38.7 51.7 89.1
1987 76.3 30.3 19.7 31.4 36.7 709
1088 72.1 27.1 19.0 32.1 294 649
1989 65.5 49.0 25.3 42.7 68.0 1254
1990 72.3 57.6 30.7 37.6 69.6 1295
1991 836 528 236 403 486 175
Average 69.90  42.48 24.07 37.33 45.36 91.98
1980-1991 o

Source: Caloulated from data supptiod by tha Mational Planning and Statistics Office, Port Vila.

FOOD RAPORTS, FOOD POLICY AND
HFS

For a country with such a rich agricufiural potential
ard one physically capable of achieving self sufli-
ciency, Venuatu's food imporls are remarkably
high. Throughout the 1980s, annugl average focd
imports amounted 1o a value equivalent to aimost
20% of the valug of total impoits and 80% of the
value of domestic exports. Inthresyearsduwringthe

© 10898, the valie of food imports exceeded that of

domestic exports (see Table ).

Consurngtion of imported foods, despite the pre-
ceding discussion, is in fact neither a recent trend,
nor a habit associated solely with urbanization.
Malcolm (1951) showead that imperted foods, nota-
bly ice, were already well established in both urban
and rural diets more than forty years ago. More

racent reviews of housahold expenditure patiems
urdertaken by the National Planning and Statistics
Office in 1983 and 1984 indicate that rural, rather
than urban consumption, has been the primary
source of demand for imported focds. Estimated
urban per capita consurmption levels for imponied
flems are genarally higher than those in rural areas,
bt the predominance of rural ni-Vanuaty in the
population (82% in 1989) means that the bulk of

consumption has cocurred inrural areas.. Totake .

the case of rice; in 1885, a year of particularly high
imports, estimated rural consurmption comprised
mere than 70% of total demand although per capita
consumption was at 43 kg which was significantly
less than the 78 kg estimated for utban areas.

This high level of food imports is viewed with great
concern, primarily because ofthe foreign exchange
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Table 5. Vanuatu's food imports 1980 - 1990.

Year Food Foodimports Food imports
imports as % of as % of
total imports domesticexports

(millions of vatu) (%) (%)
1980 993 279 112.8
1981 1113 285 794
1982 1143 24.7 110.2
1983 1023 19.7 57.4
1984 1166 20.0 35.1
1985 1210 19.6 64.5
1986 1089 184 1123
1987 1022 13.7 68.0
1988 1263 18.1 81.1
1989 1213 15.4 75.2
1990 1297 - 12.0 80.8
Average 1139 19.8 79.7
(1980-1990)

Source; National Planning and Statistics Of-
fice, Port Vila.

costs.  Increased self sufficiency, measured in
terms of reduced imports, has consequently be-
come the prime food policy objective, and figured

- prominently in Vanuatu's Second Development Plan.
Amongst the strategies advocated in support of this
objective, perhaps the most significant has been
the imposition of a range of tariffs onimported foods
in 1987. Table 6 highlights the rate of import duties
which have been lévied on a number of items
important to the urban poor. In view of the vital
dietary role of these foods such high rates of duty
impose a serious burden on the urban poor and
become a potential threat to HFS.

The degrée to which a tariff will succeed in reducing
the consumption of any good, depends upon the
extent of the price rise it causes, and the price

elasticity of demand for that good - the extent to
which consumption responds to a change in price.
Price elasticity of demand will vary between house-
holds with respecttothe ease with which alternative
goods can be substituted. In the case of food, this
ease of substitution also determines the tariff's
implications to HFS.

Table 6. Prevailing rates of import duty on
significant food items.

Rate of duty
(%)
Rice 25
Flour 25
Canned fish 45

Note: An additional 5% Service tax is levied on
all items. '

" Source: Vanuatu Department of Customs.

For rural households wth easy access to adequate
home produced foods, substitution will be easy.

.Tariffs on items like rice and flour which are substi-

tutes for home produced foods, can achieve the
objective of dampening demand with no necessar-
ily adverse impact on HFS in the rural areas.

The situation is very different In urban'areas. The
price elasticity forimported items, principally rice, is
likely to be much lower, particularly given the limited
range of food options available. substitution will be
by necessity with another purchased food, and will
only occur if the tariff succeeds in leaving imported
items, principally rice, relatively more expensive.
Giventheextent ofthe present price advantage that
rice offers, a vety considerable increase in its price
or tariff would be required to achieve this. The
consequencesforthose on lowand limitedincomes
of such a hike in basic food costs are self apparent.
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In Vanuatu, tariffs have been set at a level below
those required to reverse the existing structure of
relative prices. Untaxed local foods remain rela-
tively more expensive (see Table 2), so no induce-
‘ment to substitution has been given. The tariffs
have however required urban households to spend
more to buy the same quantity of imported food.
Those unable to meet this higher food bill are
obliged to reallocate expenditure away from "less
important" items (including presumably somefoods),
dnd towards obtaining basic calories. ‘

If such a reallocation of expenditure cannot be
'tnada, and as discussed above tho opportunity for
tha urban poorto do so s limited, reductions infood
conaumption may eccur. Any supprassion in utban
demand for importad foods thus achleved, will not
hava been through thoe *substitution effect” initlally
intended, but rather by way of an “income eéffect".

“That s by reducing the physical amount of food the
household is able to buy, in a manner analogous to
that which would occur if income was itself reduced.
The food security implication for households with
limited incomes is once again all too readily appar-
ent.. :

The dilemma for Vanuatu's policy makers, how-
ever, isthattariffs are an effective, and probably the
only means of containing demand for imported
foods: if the problems they present for the urban
poor are pushed aside. To take the case of rice
again, national per capita consumption appears to
be significantly price sensitive, indicating thattariffs
willdampendemand. Thisfinding is consistent with
the premise thatthe majority of rice, and with it most
otherimported foods are eateninrural areas, where
demand can be presumed to be relatively price
elastic. This is illustrated by the regression equa-
tion presented below which expresses national per

capita rice consumption between 1980 and 1990

and its price.

Annual per 6apita rice consumption (kg per year)
=78.8 - 0.8 price per kg
- (9.3) - (6.1) ‘

R2 = 0.75, F = 26.4; t values in parentheses.
As urbanization continues however, the proportion
of imported foods eaten in urban areas will rise.
Table 7 provides an indication of this for rice.
Should urbanization continue at the pace seen in
the last ten years, and per capita.consumption in:
rural and urban areas remain at present estimated
levels, total consumption will rise rapidly, and be.
increasingly led by urban demand, which will soon
overtake rural consumption in terms of importance.

Table 7. Possible future rice consumption in
Vanuatu.

Total

Urban

Year Urban
' consumption consumption contribution
to total

(tonnes) (tonnes) (%)

1980 4132 1229 30

2000 8428 3906 47

2010 13541 8085 60

2020 23073 16357 71

- 2030 41358 33091 80

Assumptions:

1. The rural ni-Vanuatu population continues
to increase at an annual rate of 2.1%, and the
urban ni-Vanuatu populationat7.3% perannum.
These were the rates recorded between the
1979 and the 1989 census.

2. _Annual urban per capita consumption re-
mains at the level of 78 kg per capita estimated
by the 1985 Family Income and Expenditure
Survey, and rural consumption remains at the
estimated 1980 to 1990 average level of 30.4 kg.

3. Consumption of non ni-Vanuatu is omitted.
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In these circumstances, not only will the adverse
HFS impact of tariffs impinge on an ever greater
number of households, but they will become pro-
gressively less efficacious in achieving their na-
tional objective. This will inevitably be the case
unless realistic opportunities for substitution with
‘local foods are available, or tariffs are set at levels
sufficient to reverse the price ratio of local to im-
ported staples for urban consumers, with abso-
lutely no regard for equity, welfare or HFS.

Reviewing the food policy in Vanuatu reveals that it
has been primarily directed at a national level
objective - reducing food imports. HFS concerns of
the urban poor have never figured in policy formu-
lation. Similarly, noconsideration hasbeengivento
assessing the impact of tariffs, the main thrust of
that policy, on HFS, or to assessing their long run
‘effectiveness in view of changing population distri-
bution.

STRATEGIES.FOR ENHANCING
URBAN HFS

Continuing urbanization will require Vanuatu's policy
makers to turn their attention towards meeting a
growing HFS challenge. Four approaches can be
identified, the mechanics and merits of each are
discussed below.

1. Improving household purchasing power
through transfer payments

Improving the incomes of poor urban households
through the direct use of transfer (welfare) pay-
ments, either tied or untied to food, would clearly
improve HFS. However, untied cash payments
require extensive administration to avoid fraud, or
leakage of benefit to those to whom it is not in-

tended. Furthermore, as suchdirectincome trans- -

fers do not reduce the price of food relative to the
items, they do not necessarily encourage additional
food consumption.

The use of food-tied income supplements, for ex-

ample food stamps, would ensure both a greater
targeting of benefits, and probably also achieve
increased food consumption. However, in addition
tothe administrative requirements of suchschemes
and the incentive they give to urban migration - the
fundamental cause of Vanuatu's food problems -
more philosophically perhaps, they come close to
institutionalizing poverty, food insecurity, and im-
port dependency in a country in which this is surely
not necessary. Simply improving incomes does

- nothing to address the expenditure side aspects of

the HFS problem. Households will remain depen-
dent on imported foods, and hence vulnerable to
changes in their prices, unless supplementation of
income is sufficiently responsive to protect them. It
would seem that improving household purchasing
powerthrough welfare payments was notinthe long
term interest of national food policy. '

2. Subsidizing food prices

Subsidization of specific food items, such as rice,

- would improve the HFS of the urban poor by

reducing the cost of acquiring food. It would also
provide a means of insulating households from
rising food costs. However, it represents a symp-
tomatic treatment rather than a cure of the basic
problem that the limited diversity of food options in
urban areas causcd by the high relative price of
traditional staples.

In practical terms, a subsidy would present the

authorities with a how fiseal burden, almost certain

torise with increasing urbanization, and fluctuating

with changes in intemational prices and exchange

rates. Furthermore, the benefits provided would

accrue to all consumers: rich and poor, rural and.
urban, not just the urban poor. General subsidies

are not only anexpensive way of assisting the poor,

they are also inefficient.

3. Reducing dependency upon purchasedfoods

Urban HFS could be improved by reducing the -
household's dependency upon purchased foods.
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Increasing home production represents the most

direct approach to achieving this. Consumption of
~ home produced food releases part of the income
resource presently committed to food, and so im-
pmves the household's ability to reallocate expen-
*dnure towards food in the event of price rises.
Income so released is also available for the pur-
.chase of "additional” food; although it may not be
spentonthis. The greatest benefit willbe achieved
if the household produces foods which account for
the largest proportion of expenditure, i.e. starches.

‘A recently performed survey by the Vanuatu De-
paitimentof Agriculture, reveala thatiheoverwhelm-
ing majority of Port Vila'a residents already practice
this food sacurity strategy. Of a representative
sample of 8% of households, over 80% actively
produce food. Food Production Is very Intensive
and does concentrate on starches, particularly
manioc and plantain, although a surprising range of
crops, and even livestock, is produced.

Unfoﬁunafely, urban food production is not without
its problems. Most households have no tenure
righfs to the land they utilize and so face possible
eviction. Municipal authorities are in some in-
stances unhappy about the presence of food gar-
dens in urban areas. They are claimed to be

unsightly, a health risk and to lack formal planning

pemission. Producers face problems of theft.
While the intensive cropping systems practiced,
frequently without any oradquate fallowing, deplete
soil fertility. Crop yields are unlikely to be sustained
should this practice continue. Nevertheless, urban
food production is a logical household strategy to
enhance food security which the Vanuatu Depart-
ment of Agriculture has recognized and is support-
ing through the appointment of an agricultural ex-
tension officer specifically for urban areas.

4. Increasing diversity of food options

Widening food options in order to lower depen-
dencyonanarrowrange offoods, meansimproving

the availability of cheap local produce in markets by
encouraging the production and marketing of food
from the hinterland of urban areas. An increase in
food production is not in itself sufficient but food
must also be marketed at pnces attractivé t6 cori-
sumers.

In addition to any positive impact on urban HFS,
improving the diversity of food options also:makes
amore constructive contribution towards achieving
national food self sufficiency than the present reli-
ance onftariffs. Clearly, the extent to which urban
consumption of local food can be increased, de-
pends upon the degree to which ch':ngaq In"con-
suimar preference towards Imported foods are de-
termined by changes In relative prices alona, and
how much by non-price factors such as taste and
convenience, Whatever the case, it is clear that
unlessthe price of localfoods relative to imports can
be reduced, andthenby a process of levellingdown
rather than the levelling up which has been at-
tempted to date, urban consumers will never be
offered a choice in their consumption habits. In this
case, Vanuatu's continued and growing depen-
dency upon food imports will certainly be confirmed.

While intrinsically appealing, the approach is far
from straight forward. The marketing and distribu-
tion problems leading to the existing pattern of high
prices do.not denote an environment immediately
conducive to the development of a more commer-
cially orientated food sector. However, recent
reviews of market trends, such as those of Joughin
(1988) suggest that a dynamic and developing level
of commercial activity can, and has developed in.
Melanesia, with a positive impact on urban food'
prices.

Review of the four strategies above, suggests that
the most viable approaches are those which in fact
promote and improve the local production and
marketing of foods. A greater compatibility car
exist, and indeed will have to be encouraged, given
the rapidly changing distribution of Vanuatu's popu-
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lation, between meeting the needs of urban HFS
“and the national food objective of self sufficiency.

‘CONSLUSIONS

Rapid urbanization presents Vanuatu with a gamut
of problems. Attention has, however, tended to
focus on the challenge of providing adequate social
infrastructure of housing, health, sanitation, water
and education. Little, if any, regard has been given
to the food needs of the urban poor, despite this
being their most basic requirement. Policy makers

have yet perhaps to appreciate the existence, no

matter how paradoxical it may appear of food
insecurity in a country so richly endowed with
agricultural potential.

A number of conclusions can be drawn from this
brief review. Firstly, urbanization has fundamen-
tally changed the determinants of HFS for the
increasing number of ni-Vanuatu who live in towns.
Rural food security assured by good access to an
~ aburidant agricultural resource has, for urban ni-

Vanuatu, been replaced with a dependency upon -

the ability to buy adequate food.

Secondly, the vulnerability of HFS in urban areas
varies with respect to economic status. Poor house-
holds are clearly the most at risk. Their vulnerabil-
ity, in part due to low and insecure incomes, is
heightened by an acute dependency upon a very
narrow range of mostly imported foods. Diversity in
food options, a key element of food security, is
absent in urban Vanuatu. This must be reestab-
lished if urban HFS is to be enhanced.

Thirdly, food systems are not simply about food
production. They are a more complexintegration of
production, distribution, marketing and consump-
tion. In Vanuatuy, it is an issue of marketing and
distribution, rather than technical food production
factors that thave determined the structure of rela-
tive food prices in favor of imported goods. In this
context, the capability to achieve national food self
sufficiency provides no guarantee of food security,

either for the household, or ultimately given the
pace of urbanization, for the nation. An apprecia-
tion of the multi-factorial and interrelated nature of
food systems is central to the successful formula-
tion of initiatives in the food sector.

Fourthly, policy makers need to carefully consider
the possible impact at the household level of mea-
sures implemented in response to national food
policy objectives. It should be recognized that a
single policy measure such as tariff, is unlikely to
have a common influence on all households. Its
implications for food security will also vary accord-
ing to socio-economic status i.e. urban/rural and
rich/poor. Households are not all the same. Per-
haps more fundamentally, it should be appreciated
that policies implemented in support of national
objectives can conflict with the needs of individual
households.

There are no easy approaches to improving the

situation of urban HFS in Vanuatu. The present
extent of the problem, and its likely future develop-
ment, will require policy makers to accord the
matter serious consideration. They will certainly
need to adopt a more analytical approach than has
been the case up until now. Food policy analysis
has been little in evidence, leading to the adoption
of reactive policy measures which carry an inequi-
table burden for the most food vulnerable, and fail
to address the fundamental causes for the malaise
they seek to remedy. The key to improving policy
lies in understanding the food system, from produc-
tion to household consumption.
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