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“We Must Not Be the
Generation that Breaks the
Promise Entrusted to Us”

Shawn K Baker, Director of Nutrition, Bill and Melinda Gates
Foundation, with a baby

Issue 1/2014 of Sight and Life featured “A Day in the Life of
Shawn Baker,” Director of Nutrition at the Bill & Melinda Gates
Foundation. In November 2014, Shawn spoke at a roundtable
meeting held within the framework of the Second International
Conference on Nutrition (ICN2) in Rome, Italy. Shawn’s observations are so pertinent for the global nutrition community that we
reprint them here with our sincere thanks to him.
Thank you Madam Ambassador, Honorable Co-Chair Persons.
When Anna [Lartey] and Francesco [Branca] asked that I
speak at this roundtable, I felt very honored. But I also felt quite
a bit of trepidation. As I will develop a bit further in my remarks,
I think that many of us who work in nutrition move out of our

comfort zone when we speak about “governance”. It is comfortable to debate requirements for different vitamins and minerals,
or the merits of one set of interventions versus the other, or the
results of the latest efficacy trial. However, when we speak of
governance, we move from our comfort zone of being good technocrats into the realm of politics. This is painful, but necessary
– since, at the end of the day, the challenges of nutrition are now
far less about the science, and much more about the politics of
making it happen.
So I started preparing for this roundtable by asking myself a
series of questions. The first question I had is very basic: “Why
do we need governance for nutrition?”
“Governance” is a very serious word, and I wanted to question if we needed something so serious.
I will go back to a presentation that Francesco made in Delhi
last week. From the WHO multicenter growth reference standards research, and the follow-up InterGrowth study, we have the
conclusive evidence base that children from all regions in the
world have the same potential for physical growth and cognitive
development in utero and early childhood.
To me, this is fundamental evidence of our common humanity, and that the nutrition necessary to realize this potential is
the birthright of every child.

“The nutrition necessary to realize
our common human potential is the
birthright of every child”
Unfortunately, we have seen ample evidence in the last few
days that we are denying hundreds of millions of children this
fundamental birthright. We are therefore undermining their
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chances to survive, and to thrive. We are undermining the futures of their families, their communities, their nations, and
even the whole world.
So I think that we have passed the first hurdle. I convinced
myself that a problem so fundamental needs governance that is
commensurate with the gravity of the problem.
The second question I posed myself is: “What are the particular challenges of nutrition governance?” Other sectors seem to
have done pretty well – when I think about HIV, or malaria, for
example. Are there things about nutrition that make it complicated?
When we look at examples where effective governance, resulting in robust action, has emerged, it is where there has been
recognition of a “clear and present danger.” For HIV, the entire
world felt at risk. Political leaders had family members affected,
and in the US and Europe activists were scaling the walls of parliaments. For SARS in the recent past, or in the tragic headlines
of today in the case of Ebola, again, the entire world feels at risk.
During the 2008 food price crisis, politicians feared food riots
and political upheaval.
Unfortunately, despite the immense damage it causes, malnutrition is largely a “hidden” problem. It is hidden because nutritional deficits are usually not visible. It is hidden by its ubiquitous
nature, which makes it “the norm” in many countries. And it is hidden because the people most affected by undernutrition are those
who have the least voice. It is even further hidden because, as we
have seen in the Global Nutrition Report, it is so poorly measured.

“Despite the immense damage
it causes, malnutrition is largely
a ‘hidden’ problem”
It is further complicated because it is hard to figure out who
is in charge. If I am a head of state and there is a disease outbreak in my country, I call my Minister of Health. If there is an
invasion, I call my Minister of Defense. If my country falls to the
bottom of rankings of school performance, I call my Minister of
Education. Again, as we have seen in the Global Nutrition Report,
many, if not most, countries are facing a nutrition crisis. But who
is in charge? Who is accountable?
In that sense, I think that nutrition has more parallels with
climate change than many other issues where governance has
driven action. Similar to climate change, it requires action and
accountability that is orchestrated across many sectors. Nutrition also requires long-term commitment – and to be long-term,
that commitment has to be political, but not partisan, so that it
withstands any change in government and is embraced as a nonnegotiable by all parties.

So I convinced myself that nutrition does indeed warrant governance, and that nutrition has governance needs that are quite
special. I then asked myself: “What is governance?” It is one of
those words we throw around a lot, but we all probably have a
different interpretation of what it means. I looked up a number of
definitions, some quite short and sweet, like Merriam-Webster’s:
“The way that a city, company, etc., is controlled by the people who
run it.” Some definitions were much more complicated. The one
I found most useful actually was on Wikipedia: “All processes of
governing, whether undertaken by a government, market or network, whether over a family, tribe, formal or informal organization
or territory and whether through laws, norms, power or language.”
It relates to “the processes of interaction and decision-making
among the actors involved in a collective problem that lead to
the creation, reinforcement, or reproduction of social norms and
institutions.” That reminded me of one of the announcements earlier in the week at the Global Gathering of the Scaling Up Nutrition
Movement, from our colleagues from Francophone Africa, that a
new United Republic for Nutrition had been founded – with the
social norms that malnutrition would not be permitted.
And so now you start to see why Anna and Francesco’s request made me quite fearful. I suspect that many of us in the
room today were trained as nutritionists, or public health specialists, or agronomists. We revel in the relative comfort of our
world of science. We might stray from time to time into the murkier world of policy. But we really do not feel at ease in the really
messy world of politics. But, to truly make a change, we need to
embrace the fact that nutrition needs to be addressed, not just at
the technical and policy level, but also, and perhaps especially,
at the political level.

“To truly make a change,
nutrition needs to be addressed
at the political level”
Then my last question, and this is the one that Anna and
Francesco probably wanted me to opine on – sorry, I am a bit
slow at times – is: “What are the characteristics we should aspire to in nutrition governance?”
I see five essential characteristics:
1. It needs to make the problem visible. Visible and urgent.
It needs to change the narrative, and recast norms so that
malnutrition is no longer acceptable. This will include better measurement, so that we can no longer hide behind the
excuse of poor data. We can no longer hide behind the term
“chronic” to ignore the urgent need to take action – because
malnutrition’s damage to children is irreversible.
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2. It has to be inclusive and empower the diverse sectors and
stakeholders to act. It must provide concrete, actionable
guidelines, so that each actor knows what to contribute. And
it must generate resources and capacity so that each actor
can contribute. It must drive increased investments from
domestic and development assistance sources to get behind
evidence-based interventions.
3. On the flip side, it has to hold these diverse sectors and
stakeholders accountable. It must set a common definition
of success, agree on contributions of each actor, and measure their follow-through. We have a good starting-point, with
the World Health Assembly targets for 2025, which the world
has already committed to. Our governance needs to focus on
delivering on these targets and hold us accountable.
4. It needs to be political, but not partisan. It needs to bridge
partisan interests, so that momentum for nutrition is maintained for the long term, regardless of the transitions in governments or the changes in leadership in organizations.
5. It needs to be focused on results for the people the governance is serving. It must be a means to an end, the end of
malnutrition, not an end in itself. It should not seek to create
new bureaucracy, but rather to make all of us work better, so
as to meet the needs of the people we serve.

Whatever the nature of any nutrition governance, we must be
clear that its purpose is to make sure that we are not the generation that breaks the promise that has been entrusted to us: the
promise that all children, everywhere, realize their potential for
physical growth and cognitive development.
Thank you.
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About ICN2
The Second International Conference on Nutrition (ICN2) was
a high-level intergovernmental meeting that focused global attention on addressing malnutrition in all its forms. Over 2,200
participants attended the meeting, including representatives
from more than 170 governments, 150 representatives from
civil society and nearly 100 from the business community. In
addition to plenary sessions held on November 19, 20 and
21, several pre-conference events for parliamentarians, civil

I wanted to close my comments today with one of my favorite
quotes from Nelson Mandela. Referring to the Millennium Development Goals, President Mandela queried: “Will our generation’s legacy be more than a series of broken promises?”

society and the private sector, as well as round tables and side
events, provided a forum for participants to delve deeper into
specific nutrition issues. The two main outcome documents
– the Rome Declaration on Nutrition and the Framework for
Action – were endorsed by participating governments at the

“Will our generation’s legacy
be more than a series
of broken promises?”
Nelson Mandela

We stand at the cusp of the world defining the successors
to the Millennium Development Goals. I think for many of us
who have participated in the two and a half days of the Global
Gathering of the Scaling Up Nutrition Movement, and the first
two days of the Second International Conference on Nutrition,
we feel that there has never been a greater promise to deliver
on nutrition. Clearly, anchoring nutrition within the upcoming
Sustainable Development Goals is one more step in building
on that promise. To do so, we need to ensure the goals are
aligned to the World Health Assembly targets, that key issues
such as breastfeeding are included, and that our governance
ensures the follow-up and accountability to ensure they are
achieved.

conference, committing world leaders to establishing national
policies aimed at eradicating malnutrition and transforming
food systems to make nutritious diets available to all.

Source: www.fao.org/about/meetings/icn2/en/,
accessed March 2015.

