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Urbanisation trends  
By 2030, it is expected that 6 out of 10 people will live in cities, with 90% of this growth occurring in 
Africa and Asia, most of it in small to medium-sized cities. Developing countries also dominate the 
development of megacities, with Jakarta (Indonesia) due to become the most populous city and Dar 
es Salaam (Tanzania) and Luanda (Angola) becoming megacities by 2030.i Whilst urbanisation is 
linked to overweight and obesity, and thus to the increase in non-communicable diseases (NCDs), 
undernutrition and 
micronutrient deficiencies are 
still prevalent. This is known as 
the increasingly complex 
challenge of the “triple 
burden”. In fact, urbanisation 
and urban environments are 
drivers of this type of 
malnutrition and addressing 
these problems requires an 
‘urban-specific’ approach.   
 

 

Malnutrition as a characteristic of the urban space  
Urbanisation is a driver of the ‘nutrition transition’, the change from diets high in coarse grains, 
staple cereals, and pulses to increased consumption of animal-sourced foods, sugar, fats and oils, 
refined grains, and processed foods. It also includes a change to a more sedentary lifestyle that often 
characterizes living in an urban environment.  

The characteristics of urban spaces are at the heart of the drivers of urban malnutrition. Despite an 
overall decline in underweight and stunting among children between 1985 and 2011 in low and 
middle-income countries (LMIC), the numbers in urban areas stayed the same, resulting in 31% of 
stunted and 27% of underweight children living in urban areas.ii Obesity prevalence in urban areas 
for children is 1.08 times higher than in rural areas.iii However such averages do not reveal the 
diversity of malnutrition levels within urban areas and differences between different countries. For 
example, higher stunting levels have been found for the bottom and top income groups in urban 
areas for some countries but not others.iv    

Living in an urban food environment  
The food environment can be understood as the “range of foods available, affordable, convenient 
and desirable to people”v. The characteristics of food environments in urban areas are distinct from 
those in rural areas. Living in a city often means:  

 Greater reliance on purchased foods;  
 Higher exposure to marketing and advertising;  
 Higher demand for processed and convenient foods;   
 High demand for street foods;  

Figure 1 Source: Global Panel on Agriculture and Food Systems for Nutrition (2016)  
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 More eating away from the home;  
 Greater variety of food sources (for example supermarkets, markets, street food vendor, 

small shops) 
 
Additionally, urban environments, and urban slums (where about 1 in 8 people livevi), share 
characteristics that present health challenges, which negatively impact nutrition, including pollution, 
over-crowding, poor sanitation and open sewage and contamination.vii  

Good urban nutrition governance  
Urban governance for nutrition can be defined as ‘all modes of governing, encompassing activities 
carried out by different actors to guide, steer, control or manage the pursuance of nutrition outcomes 
in a city’.viii Governance involves government (at all levels), private sector, civil society, community 
organisations and social structures and may be delivered through laws, policies, norms, power or 
language of a society.ix Nutrition governance should be a process that is transparent, creates 
accountability, and promotes inclusivity and democracy.  

At the city-level there can be a lack of recognition of the importance of, and the role of city 
governments in, addressing urban nutrition issues. Nutrition and food issues often fall under multiple 
city Departments therefore inter-departmental alliance building is required. Sometimes there is 
either no clear mandate for city governments to engage in nutritional issues or where there is a 
mandate, it is not being actively implemented. There is also still work to be done on how to 
implement the right mix of actions in different contexts to address urban nutrition issues.x   

GAIN’s Urban Governance for Nutrition 
program 
The Urban Governance for Nutrition program 
focuses on supporting city governments to 
improve nutrition governance. The program 
assists city governments to develop appropriate 
policies and initiatives (that fit within national 
policies), alliance building with governments and 
key stakeholders (including the private sector), 
improves understanding of the importance of 
addressing urban nutrition and provides capacity 
in applying a range of different interventions.  
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