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COLLABORATION WITHIN THE UNITED NATIONS SYSTEM
GENERAL MATTERS
UPDATE ON PREPARATIONS FOR THE INTERNATIONAL
CONFERENCE ON NUTRITION

To provide the world community with an opportunity to look critically at the
continuing problems of hunger and malnutrition and the increasing problems of dietrelated diseases, and ways in which they can most effectively be addressed，the
Executive Board at its eighty-fifth session in January 1990 endorsed the proposal
that FAO and WHO should jointly convene an international conference on nutrition
in close collaboration with other United Nations agencies and with concerned
multilateral and bilateral organizations.1
An information document (EB89/INF.DOC./7) was submitted to the
Executive Board at its eighty-ninth session, summarizing the preparations now under
way for the Conference to be held in Rome, from 5 to 11 December 1992. As the
continued guidance of the governing bodies of the sponsoring organizations are
essential for ensuring that the Conference fully reflects their views, this updated
information document is being submitted to the Health Assembly.
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I.

GENERAL STATE OF PREPARATION

1.
Preparations for the International Conference on Nutrition are progressing along two parallel tracks.
Globally, preparations should be seen as part of a continuing process designed to strengthen the commitment
and ability of individual governments, various agencies, nongovernmental organizations, and the private sector
to address nutrition problems. To this end, in January 1991 the Directors-General of FAO and WHO sent a
circular letter to all Member States, announcing the Conference and inviting them to initiate country-level
activities leading to its preparation. This was followed by guidelines sent to the FAO and WHO
Representatives in May 1991 calling for their collaboration in country preparations.
2.
These country preparations are being complemented by a series of regional or subregional meetings
designed to discuss food and nutrition problems common to each Region and the means of addressing these
problems. The outcomes of these national and regional activities would contribute significantly to deliberations
during the Conference.
3.
Concurrent with the national and regional activities, various technical and organizational preparations are
being made at the global level. Activities along these two parallel tracks are discussed in more detail below.
4.
Overall, the technical and administrative preparations for the Conference are under the direction of a
joint FAO/WHO Steering Committee, chaired jointly by special representatives of the Directors-General of
FAO and WHO. Professor Ramalingaswami, Professor Emeritus, All India Institute of Medical Sciences, has
been named as the Secretary-General of the Conference. The first meeting of the Steering Committee was
held in December 1990, with subsequent meetings being held on a quarterly basis. The Steering Committee
provides guidance on all aspects of the Conference's preparation and monitors the progress made. Day-to-day
coordination of the organizational aspects of the Conference is carried out by the FAO/WHO Joint Secretariat
established in Rome. The technical preparations within WHO are being coordinated by the food and nutrition
programme. Technical guidance is also provided by the WHO Nutrition Task Force created in October 1989
and its subsidiary working groups on infection and nutrition, diet, nutrition and the prevention of chronic
diseases，and infant feeding. The Task Force was established to bring together all concerned WHO
programmes in order to ensure a coherent response to relevant policy obligations, to develop pragmatic lines
of action of particular relevance to the least developed countries, and to define a unified position in preparing
for the Conference. Similar arrangements are in place within FAO to provide their agency's inputs.
5.
An external Advisory Group of Experts has also been formed to provide the agencies with scientific
guidance and advice on the technical issues, themes and background documents for the Conference. The
Advisory Group includes experts from various disciplines related to nutrition representing all regions of the
world; it first met in Rome in June 1991 to advise on the Conference global assessment document and the
issues to be covered in the theme papers. The Advisory Group met again in Rome in March 1992 to review a
draft global assessment document and draft theme papers for the Conference in order to assist in their
fînalization in June 1992.
II.

PREPARATIONS IN COUNTRIES

6.
In order to coordinate country-specific activities and to facilitate communication with the Conference
cosponsors, each Member State has been encouraged to nominate a country focal point. Responses to date
concerning designation of country focal points are summarized in the table below.

NUMBER OF COUNTRY FOCAL POINTS BY REGION

Region*

Number of country focal points
nominated as at 22/4/1992

% of Member States with country
focal points

Africa (45)

44

98

Americas (35)

33

94

9

82

Europe (36)

24

69

Eastern Mediterranean (22)

18

82

Western Pacific (23)

20

87

148

87

South-East Asia (11)

Total (172)

* In brackets, the total number of Member or Associate Member States in a Region.

7.
As at 22 April 1992 a total of 148 country focal points had been designated - 82 from the health sector,
22 from agriculture, 4 jointly from both sectors, and 40 from other sectors, nutrition institutes or universities.
8.
Each country has been requested to prepare a country paper summarizing its nutrition situation,
including the extent and causes of nutrition problems, past experience in addressing them and plans for future
action. Guidelines for the preparation of these papers have been sent to the country focal points. An
intersectoral approach has been emphasized for preparing, and especially for following up, the country paper.
Countries have been encouraged to establish national coordinating committees, or use existing or already
planned mechanisms and procedures，to bring together the various ministries, agencies, nongovernmental
organizations, academic institutions, and representatives of the media and the private sector whose activities
are related to nutrition, to provide a forum in which the multifaceted nature of nutritional problems and their
solutions can be more effectively addressed. As at 22 April 1992, 81 countries had prepared their country
papers for the Conference.
III.

REGIONAL PREPARATIONS

9.
An underlying principle of the preparation for the Conference is that it builds upon country experiences
and leads to activities aimed at preventing and alleviating malnutrition at national as well as regional and
international levels. One of the key mechanisms for linking the Conference to country and region-specific
activities is through regional and subregional meetings, which took place during the first quarter of 1992.
Regional and subregional meetings were held in January 1992 for Asia and the Western Pacific (Bangkok); in
February 1992 for French-speaking Africa (Dakar), in March 1992 for English-speaking Africa (Nairobi), the
Caribbean (Kingston) and Latin America (Mexico City); in April 1992 for the Eastern Mediterranean (Cairo)
and Eastern Europe (Nitra, Czechoslovakia). A meeting was also organized by thé Regional Office for Europe
in preparation for the Conference, attended by European countries and the United States of America. In
addition, another meeting is tentatively scheduled to take place in Accra in July 1992 in order to prepare an
African position paper, consolidating the reports of regional meetings for French-speaking Africa (Dakar) and
English-speaking Africa (Nairobi). This meeting was requested by the countries participating in the Nairobi
meeting.
10. The primary purpose of the regional and subregional meetings was to provide a technical forum for
assessing the nutrition problems common to each Region and for evaluating various policies and programmes,
in particular those related to agriculture, health and economic and social development, and their relationship
to nutrition. Discussions on the national and regional strategies for ensuring nutritional well-being provided
the basis for regional-level contributions to the Plan of Action for adoption by the Conference. Countries were
invited to send high-level delegations of technical representatives from appropriate government agencies,
academic institutions, consumer and other nongovernmental groups, and the private sector. Interested
international nongovernmental organizations were also invited to attend the various regional meetings.

IV.

DEVELOPING THE CONFERENCE CONTENT AND THEMES

11. The principal background document for the Conference, "The assessment and analysis of trends and
current problems in nutrition", will provide an overall technical review of the current nutrition concerns
worldwide and efforts to address them. As a global assessment of the nutrition situation, the paper will include
preliminary findings of current trend analyses based on information from WHO's nutrition data bank. The
paper will also include a review of experiences in programmes and policies affecting nutrition and institutional
arrangements to improve nutrition at national, regional and international levels. Findings from several case
studies currently under way will contribute to this paper by highlighting particular issues and concerns within
countries.
12. The overall technical content of the Conference will revolve around several cross-cutting themes.
Themes developed for the Conference have evolved from discussions of the Subcommittee on Nutrition of the
United Nations Administrative Committee on Coordination (ACC/SCN) and careful consideration by FAO,
WHO and other United Nations agencies. These themes include assessing, analysing and monitoring nutrition
situations; improving household food security; protecting the consumer through improved food quality and
safety; caring for the socioeconomically deprived and nutritionally vulnerable; preventing and managing
infectious diseases; promoting healthy diets and life-styles; preventing specific micronutrient deficiencies; and
incorporating nutrition objectives into development programmes and policies.
13. Papers for each of the themes have been commissioned to academic institutions, national institutes,
government agencies, and organizations of the United Nations system. These papers are aimed at a broad
audience in the development community and are one of the chief mechanisms for briefing policy-makers on
nutrition-related problems. A meeting of the authors was held in Rome in November 1991 to review the
progress of the drafting of these papers and to discuss issues to be addressed in each of them. Theme papers
will be translated and will be available at the meeting of the technical preparatory committee to be held in
Geneva, from 18 to 24 August 1992.
V.

CONFERENCE AND PREPARATORY COMMITTEE ARRANGEMENTS

14. Two preparatory committee meetings are envisaged prior to the Conference. The first (Prepcom 1
scheduled to take place in Geneva from 18 to 24 August 1992) will be technical in nature and will include
substantive discussion of the assessment paper. A summary of the results of the regional meetings will be
available at Prepcom 1, where there will be consultations between government representatives, technical
experts and representatives of nongovernmental organizations. Prepcom 1 should provide the primary
mechanism for elaborating and refining the Plan of Action that is to be debated and adopted by the
Conference in plenary session.
15. Prepcom 2’ on the other hand, will be more administrative in nature and is scheduled to be held in
Rome immediately before the main Conference in order to complete any unfinished business. The plenary
session of the Conference will be held in Rome from 5 to 11 December 1992, and meetings of two parallel
commissions/working groups are foreseen. The main items on the agenda will be the adoption of a Plan of
Action and, should Member States wish, the adoption of a declaration.
VI.

EXPANDING THE CONFERENCE PARTNERSHIP

16. Preparations for the Conference are being made in concert with other organizations and bodies of the
United Nations system. The ACC has been kept informed of progress through regular briefings by the
Directors-General of FAO and WHO. Similarly the SCN has provided a useful forum for discussing
preparatory activities, and for receiving technical inputs from ACC/SNC member organizations. The
cosponsors will continue to keep ACC/SCN fully informed of technical preparations for the Conference.
17. In June 1991 the Directors-General of FAO and WHO sent a joint letter to the heads of other
organizations and bodies of the United Nations system, informing them of developments and requesting their
comments and suggestions on the best way to cooperate in preparing for the Conference. In addition to the
review provided through the ACC/SCN, several organizations and bodies^ including UNICEF, UNEP,
UNHCR, WFP, United Nations University, IFAD, and IAEA, also indicated that they would make direct
contributions to background papers for the Conference.

1& The Conference will build on previous related United Nations meetings, including, for example the
World Summit for Children in 1990 and, in particular, the policy conference on micronutrient deficiencies,
"Ending Hidden Hunger" (Montreal, Canada, October 1991), which generated a strong momentum for
integrated approaches to controlling and preventing micronutrient deficiencies. The background
documentation for the Conference will take into consideration the results of this meeting.
19. Efforts are also under way to increase the involvement of the nutrition community in preparatory
activities for the Conference and to stimulate interest in taking advantage of it to promote appropriate
nutrition activities. In particular, the Conference has been discussed at a number of technical meetings,
including the Sixth Conference of the Federation of European Nutrition Societies (Athens, May 1991), the
Sixth Asian Congress of Nutrition (Kuala Lumpur, September 1991) and the Sixth Latin American Congress of
Nutrition (San Juan, September 1991).
20. Nongovernmental organizations will be invited to participate in the Conference, and their early
involvement in country and regional-level preparations has been encouraged. In view of their work relating to
nutrition and health issues, particularly in developing countries, it is important that they participate in
preparatory activities for the Conference at the country level. This will allow them to share their views and
experiences with national authorities and have their concerns reflected in regional/subregional meetings, later
at Prepcom 1, and in turn at the Conference. This should facilitate their active involvement in following up the
recommendations of the Conference during the implementation phase of the Plan of Action.
21. A public information campaign to promote activities related to the Conference at all levels is an
important part of the preparations. WHO and FAO have developed a worldwide public awareness strategy
and are planning public and media information materials for the Conference. A leaflet on the Conference has
been produced for the public at large, and a booklet outlining the links between nutrition, food and health has
been prepared to stimulate discussion and to raise global awareness of nutrition issues. Promotional video film
and exhibits are also being prepared.
22. The Universal Postal Union has responded positively to the cosponsors’ request to approach all Member
States to launch an international philatelic campaign on the theme of the Conference. Italy has already
prepared a design for a commemorative stamp and, in cooperation with the cosponsors, a logo for the
Conference itself.
VII.

CONCLUSION

23. The Conference is not an end itself, but rather a step in the continuing process of strengthening the
commitment and action necessary to prevent and alleviate problems of all forms of malnutrition. Enthusiasm
generated to date by the preparatory activities in many countries is encouraging. It is evident from the
progress reported that the process of preparing for the Conference has resulted in increased awareness of the
scope and dimension of nutrition and diet-related problems, as well as an increased willingness among the
public and private sectors to work together to address these problems. If these efforts continue, then a major
goal of the Conference will already have been achieved.
24. Still, much more needs to be accomplished if lasting improvements in nutritional well-being are to be
achieved. The Conference provides the world community with the opportunity to confront the continuing and
ever increasing problems of all forms of malnutrition and to relate them to the underlying issues of inadequate
and inappropriate food, health and care, and inequitable social and economic development. In this period of
rapidly changing economies and political structures, this opportunity placed before the world community is an
important step in the process of meeting the challenge of nutrition.

