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Pregnant mother Salma faces food shortages due to flooding in her village, Char Atra, in Bangladesh. 
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This briefing paper explores how the failure to tackle climate change 

threatens all aspects of food security – availability, access, utilisation, 

and stability. The changing climate is already jeopardising gains in the 

fight against hunger, and it looks set to worsen. It threatens the 

production and distribution of food. It threatens people’s ability to 

access food by undermining livelihoods and destabilising prices, and it 

damages diets by harming human health and putting at risk the quality 

of food produced. Finally, the paper sets out how these impacts can be 

averted, through urgent action to avoid dangerous climate change, 

address our broken food system, and strengthen its resilience.  
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‘Climate change is not just 
an environmental issue. It is 
an all encompassing threat 
to health and security, sta-
bility and prosperity, and 
our global food supply sys-
tem. No nation, rich or poor, 
will escape its impact. And, 
as is increasingly clear, this 
impact is already being 
felt… Rising temperatures 
and changes to rainfall pat-
terns are reducing harvests 
and increasing food and 
nutrition insecurity. As al-
ways, this is felt most by the 
world’s poorest and most 
vulnerable people.’  

Kofi Annan, Oslo, November 2012 

1. OVERVIEW:  

A HOT WORLD IS A HUNGRY WORLD 

Food security at risk  

The world faces a real and imminent risk of major setbacks in efforts to 

combat hunger because of climate change. That risk is not a remote future 

threat. It is emerging today and will intensify over the coming decades. 

Using the accepted four pillars of food security – availability, access, 

utilisation, and stability – this issue brief draws on research and on Oxfam’s 

programme experience around the world to assess how climate change is 

likely to disrupt each of these four elements.1 The paper sets out how climatic 

instability in the form of more extreme and volatile weather is already 

undermining food security. It also shows how in the absence of urgent action, 

it will load far more significant challenges onto already stressed food 

systems.  

Box 1: Climate change and the four pillars of food security  

Food security is achieved ‘when all people, at all times, have physical and 

economic access to sufficient safe and nutritious food that meets their 

dietary needs and food preferences for an active and healthy life’.
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Availability: Both more extreme weather and slow-onset changes in the 

climate (increasing temperatures and changing rainfall) will hit food production 

and food distribution systems, reducing the amount, type, and quality of food 

available for consumption.  

Access: By increasing food prices and at the same time undermining people’s 

means of making a living, climate change threatens people’s access to the 

required type, quality, and quantity of food. 

Utilisation: By affecting human health and jeopardising the quality, variety, and 

even safety of food produced, climate change affects people’s ability to benefit 

nutritionally from consumed food.  

Stability: By increasing shocks, stresses, and uncertainty around access to, 

availability, and utilisation of food (as stated above), climate change threatens 

people’s ability to have access to adequate food at all times.  

 

The climate is changing  

Greenhouse gas emissions are changing the world’s climate by trapping 

heat, warming the oceans and the atmosphere, altering regional climates, 

and creating increasingly extreme and unpredictable weather. The probability 

of extreme weather events is increasing. The odds of an extremely hot 

northern hemisphere summer were about one in 300 during the period 1951 

to1980, but increased to nearly one in ten by 1981 to2010.3 If the remainder 

of the 21st century unfolds like its first decade, we will soon experience 

climate extremes well outside the boundaries of human experience, ever 

since agriculture was first developed. 
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Despite global recognition that warming must be kept below the critical 2°C 

threshold, emissions are rising rapidly, and much higher levels of warming 

are likely. The earth's atmosphere has just reached a carbon dioxide (CO2) 

concentration of 400 parts per million for the first time in about three million 

years. The last time levels were so high, global temperatures were 2–3°C 

warmer than they are today, and sea levels were up to 25 metres higher.4  
 

Poor people are most exposed 

Climate change affects everyone, but developing countries will be hit harder 

than developed countries and the world’s most food-insecure regions will be 

hit hardest of all.5 Although low-income countries in tropical and sub-tropical 

regions contribute least to climate change, in future they are likely to endure 

sharp changes in annual rainfall and climatic conditions that will put them at 

risk of greater food insecurity, especially in Africa and South Asia.6  

Already, food production and prices are being hit globally by extreme climate 

events.  Other climate impacts and climate change have also been shown to 

be a key factor in disasters, such as the 2011 Horn of Africa drought.7 

According to one estimate, climate change and its impacts on hunger and 

communicable diseases are currently responsible for 400,000 deaths a year 

in the world’s poorest countries.8 The poorest people are bearing the brunt as 

climate change exacerbates pre-existing conditions that make them more 

exposed to the risk of food insecurity.  

Today one person in eight goes to bed hungry. Analysis suggests that the 

number of people at risk of hunger is projected to increase by 10–20 per cent 

by 2050 as a result of climate change (Figure 1).9 It is estimated that this 

could increase child malnutrition by 20 per cent relative to a world with no 

climate change, eliminating the improvements that may otherwise have 

occurred.10 
 
Figure 1: Projected daily per capita calorie availability in 2050, with and 
without climate change 

 

Source: G. Nelson et al. (2009). ‘With climate change’ is an average of National 
Center for Atmospheric Research (NCAR) and Commonwealth Scientific and 
Industrial Research Organisation (CSIRO) forecasts.  
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Climate change is transforming the hunger 
challenge 

Those attending the World Food Summit in 1996, which came after nearly 30 

years of progress in the fight against hunger, believed that food security was 

attainable.11 For Oxfam and others, eradicating hunger is an achievable goal, 

and one that must be underpinned by an assessment that hunger occurs not 

because of the scarcity of food but because of inequalities and injustices in 

the way that food is distributed.  

However, climate change is transforming the nature of the hunger challenge 

and, potentially, our ability to deal with it – and, alarmingly, it is happening at 

the same time as global demand for food is increasing.  

Without urgent action to reduce emissions and build resilience, climate 

change will challenge the safety and security of the global food system and 

with it the prospect of ensuring that everyone’s basic human right to food can 

be met. Our food system cannot cope with unmitigated climate change, 

which could lead to a permanent increase in yield variability, excessive food 

price volatility, and perpetual disruption to livelihoods that could leave many 

poor countries and communities with potentially insuperable food security 

challenges.  
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