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Profiles of Afghanistan & Syria
by Stormy Campbell

War and Drought Perpetuate Hunger in Afghanistan

A

fghanistan’s long history of war and conflict—as well as a drought that distressed the northern provinces during 2011—have led to a large number of
food-insecure Afghans. A National Risk and Vulnerability Assessment conducted
in Afghanistan found that about a third of the population lacks access to a sufficient amount of food for a healthy life. Overall, 37 percent of Afghans are either
currently food-insecure or at-risk for food insecurity.
While billions of dollars in aid money have been poured into Afghanistan in
the last decade, the aid has been unequally distributed across the country. While
southern Afghanistan—especially in provinces where war and conflict is high—
receives the most aid, the northern provinces typically receive little, further contributing to the problems caused by the 2011 drought.
The drought, mainly affecting the northern provinces of Afghanistan, killed
several crops completely, while severely damaging others, leading to rising food
prices. The price of wheat doubled during this time, and other crops faced a significant price increase.
Fourteen of the country’s 34 provinces were hit by the drought, which caused
extreme hardship for the children in the Northern provinces. As families were forced
to decrease the size of meals, children often suffered from the sudden decrease in
the amount of nutrients they received daily, causing them to be more susceptible
to disease. Many schools in the northern provinces have also closed, as children
have been forced to enter the workforce to help pay family debts and to help buy
food.
From October 2011 until the harvest in May 2012, 2.6 million people in the
northern provinces of Afghanistan were food-insecure. Harvest prospects were
better, however, because of an early wet season with higher-than-normal precipitation levels. However, while the rain ended the drought and some families have
started to recover, many citizens are still suffering from long-term effects of the
drought.
continued on page 2
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Afghanistan, continued from page 1

Citizens in southern Afghanistan also suffer from hungerrelated issues, in spite of the fact that the south receives more
international aid than the north. Approximately one-third of
the children in the southern provinces are malnourished.
One concern in the south is that, while citizens may not
be food-insecure, many are malnourished, because the food
available—although it is enough to prevent starvation—lacks
many of the essential nutrients they need. Health initiatives that
have resulted in some success in most developing countries,
such as the addition of iodine to salt in order to ensure healthy
brain development, have not been implemented universally
in Afghanistan.
Natural disasters also caused problems with food availability throughout the country. Consequently, some 400,000
Afghans are adversely affected by droughts, flood, earthquakes
or other extreme weather conditions each year.
—Sources: United Nations World Food Programme, BBC World
News, The Guardian, Save the Children.

Civil Conflict and Drought Plague Syria

I

n March 2011, political tensions in Syria exploded into
violent civil conflict that continues to devastate the nation’s
economy and citizens at this writing. Protests against Syrian
ruler President Bashar al-Assad have been answered with
ever-escalating violence for almost two years. Forces loyal to
the president and rebel forces have been battling each other,
often with Syrian civilians caught in the middle.
The conflict has permeated the lives of each citizen, leading to difficulties in attaining food and even getting to work.
Both food and fuel prices have risen rapidly and steadily
throughout the nation.
The country has also suffered a drought, which has devastated crops and livestock, crippling the agricultural sector
of the economy. Syria, once a net exporter of wheat, in recent
years has become a net importer. The agricultural sector lost
US$1.8 billion this year, with most of the loss being attributed
to the conflict.
The drought, along with the political crisis, has led to
high unemployment rates. Syria’s economy was already declining drastically in the months leading up to March 2011;
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after the conflict began, unemployment reached frightening
heights. Government estimates place the unemployment rate
at between 30 and 45 percent.
A Joint Rapid Food Security Needs Assessment was conducted in June 2012 by the United Nations (UN) and Syria’s
Ministry of Agriculture and Agrarian Reform. The findings
showed that the drought, combined with the fighting, had
caused significant damage to the agricultural economy, had
ruined strategic crops, and created an alarming amount of
deforestation. The report also found that about a third of the
rural population needed immediate assistance, with around 10
percent of those farmers being female-headed households.
As the bloodshed in Syria persists and economic conditions
continue to disintegrate, hundreds of thousands of Syrians
have fled to Turkey, Lebanon, Jordan and Iraq. According to
a UN refugee agency, 102,000 Syrians fled in the in August
2012 alone, up from 85,000 in June.
Officials from the World Food Programme predict that
some 1.5 million people will be in urgent need of food assistance within the next six months.
Jordan and Turkey hold the highest number of Syrian
refugees, somewhere between 75,000 and 85,000 each. While
international aid agencies have responded quickly, they have
found it difficult to keep up with the needs of the increasing
number of refugees.
Three million Syrians who have remained in the country
will be in need of food, crop and livestock assistance in the next
year. In areas of where armed conflict has become common,
the ability to meet basic needs, such as food, water, medical
supplies and electricity, has decreased dramatically.
Many of the families who have remained behind are
being forced to cut the number of meals they eat daily, eat
lower-nutrition food, withdraw children from school and cut
back—or cut out—medical and educational expenses. It is
estimated that approximately 20,000 people have died since
the protest began in March 2011.
—Sources: United Nations World Food Programme, BBC News,
US State Department, New York Times

Stormy Campbell, a native of Yoakum, in the Texas coastal region,
is a Professional Writing student at Baylor University and a Seeds
of Hope intern.
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FAO Develops New Way to
Measure Food Insecurity
by Stormy Campbell

T

his year, the Food and Agricultural Organization (FAO) of
the United Nations revamped the tools and instruments
used to measure worldwide food insecurity. The FAO, with
these new measurements, was able to provide more accurate
data concerning food insecurity dating back to 1990. The new
data reveal that hunger reduction has improved significantly
more than the anti-hunger world previously thought.
With these new results, the data show that a significant
amount of progress in reducing food insecurity around the
world happened between 1990 and 2008, though it has slowed
since that year.
The new figures make it possible to reach the Millennium Development Goal of halving undernourishment in
the developing world by 2015—as long as steps are taken to
combat the recent decline in hunger-reduction progress.
The change in results can be attributed to new data instruments used by the FAO, including the latest world population data, new demographic data, revised minimum dietary
energy requirements for each country, and specific food-loss
data. A major change affecting undernourishment data was
the presence of sufficient-food-supply data to compare to the
annual dietary energy availability for each country.
Survey data on food consumption were revised to better
assess the inequality of food access in several countries. The
new methodology also incorporates
food loss at the retail level into foodinsecurity estimates.
This has recently shown to have
an impact on hunger estimates. The
estimate for 2008 has now been raised
by 117 million, due to data about food
loss for the year.
Another major change is in the
use of new population estimates and
records going back to 1990. While the
FAO global data was not heavily affected by the new information, certain
undernourishment and food-insecurity statistics for particular countries
were significantly affected.
In many countries, such as
China, the food-availability estimate
remained the same as the population increased, originally leading to
a higher estimate of food insecurity.
However, in some countries, the new
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data proved that food security and availability was greater
than previously expected when population numbers dropped.
An example of this would be Bangladesh, where the total
population estimate for the 1990s decreased by 17 million
people.
Along with the prevalence-of-undernourishment indicator
used to measure food-insecurity situations, the FAO uses more
than 20 other indicators—such as measurements of dietary
energy supply and food prices, in order to give those working in specific countries a better understanding of causes and
issues that particular country may face. The FAO also added
new indicators this year, along with the new prevalence-ofundernourishment measurement.
While measurement systems have undergone major revisions, the FAO plans to continue revising data as more accurate
information arises, and to closely examine the accurateness of
the methodology. The FAO is currently planning an initiative
to create an “experience-based” food-security indicator for a
select number of countries.
This new indicator will be available annually and is based
on global polls that monitor undernourishment by means of
short interviews. The hope is that this indicator will make
the monitoring of food situations more timely, and, in that
way, give food-aid groups the most current information for
a particular country.
		
The new data puts the number
of food-insecure people in the world
at 870 million for 2011, down from 925
million, as shown in the 2010 measurement. While the new measurements have improved the accuracy
of food-insecurity data overall, the
FAO would still like to continue to
improve data collection.
		
During a recent symposium, the
FAO chose and announced three objectives for the next five years. Officials
announced that they wish to advance
the measurement of food security in
large-scale surveys, develop a strong
technical framework that works in
various contexts, and strengthen
the relationship between generating
information and policy-making.
—Sources: Food and Agricultural Organization of the United Nations (FAO),
World Food Programme.
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Katrina Survivors Join
Hurricane Sandy Relief Efforts
by Stormy Campbell

S

urvivors of 2005’s Hurricane Katrina in and around New
The NOLA Pay It Forward fund was first established in
Orleans, LA, know from personal experience what a hur- 2011 to aid victims of Mississippi River floods that year and
ricane can do. One would think that perhaps they would is administered by the Greater New Orleans Foundation.
shrink from even the knowledge of another hurricane, but —Compiled by Stormy Campbell. Sources: National Public Radio,
many Katrina survivors chose to lend a helping hand when New Orleans Times-Picayune.
Hurricane Sandy hit the US Atlantic
coast in late October.
Some Katrina survivors donated
money to help relief efforts in New
York and New Jersey, and others traveled to the east coast to help clean up
ditor’s note: In Texas—which, for years, has been in the top five states for numbers
the debris left in the storm’s wake.
of food-insecure people—and in McLennan County, where almost 30 percent of the
St. Paul’s Homecoming Center,
population is impoverished, workers at food pantries have bravely held the line against
a New Orleans-based Episcopalian
hunger. The following list was compiled by members of the Food Pantry Covenant Group
organization, was originally founded
of Lake Shore Baptist Church in Waco, TX. It was inspired by John Scalzi’s book Being
to help the recovery process after
Poor, using information from the Capital Area Food Bank in Austin.
Katrina hit New Orleans and the
subsequent flooding, after the lev• Being hungry is encouraging your child to hang out at the neighbor’s house
ies broke, drowned the city’s Lower
well past dinner time.
Ninth Ward. Since 2005, as deadly
• Being hungry is diluting a gallon of milk with water.
hurricanes continued to hit other
states, the organization expanded
• Being hungry is “making plans” when your friends invite you to go out to
to help facilitate recovery there as
grab a bite.
well.
• Being hungry is having 50 ramen noodle recipes in your arsenal.
Many who received assistance
from St. Paul’s after Katrina’s dev• Being hungry is visiting the food pantry two hours before it open in case they
astation participated through St.
might run out of food.
Paul’s “adopt-a-family” program, in
• Being hungry is hiding your child’s birthday check from Aunt Jo so you can
which individuals donated money to
use it to purchase food for the week.
families in New York or New Jersey,
specifically to help them out during
• Being hungry is sneaking into your neighbor’s backyard to take figs and peaches
the Christmas season.
from their trees.
St. Paul’s also provided New
• Being hungry is skipping your medication because the instructions say “take
Orleans volunteers with travel exwith food.”
penses, so that they could go to New
York and New Jersey and join the
• Being hungry is standing in a long line at the grocery store, hoping you didn’t
volunteers there.
pick the wrong cereal, while you pay with your WIC card.
The desire in New Orleans to
• Being hungry is making tomato soup out of ketchup packs.
support people affected by Hurricane
Sandy even spread to the municipal
• Being hungry is selling blood for food.
level. New Orleans’s Mayor, Mitch
• Being hungry is going to the grocery store the last day of the month, patiently
Landrieu, planned a benefit concert
waiting for the clock to strike midnight, food-stamp card securely placed in your
that featured local New Orleans
pocket.
musicians. The event, sponsored by
“NOLA Pay it Forward,” was held on
• Being hungry is not wanting to draw a picture of your favorite food, because it
November 20, and all the proceeds
reminds you that your parents can’t afford the ingredients to make it for you.
from the concert went to Hurricane
• Being hungry is crying over spilled milk.
Sandy relief organizations.

Being Hungry Is…

E
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Why People Serve in Soup Kitchens
by Gary Gunderson

T

he crowded little kitchen steamed from boiling stew and
newly-washed dishes. The director—maybe shepherd is
closer—interrupted the explanations to greet the guests by
name as they eased nervously in the door. Everything in the
room was bruised: the paint, the pans, the tables—even the
spirits.
A soup kitchen is a curious and ironic blend of food and
failure, charity and desperation, warmth and embarrassment.
It is the over-simplified symbol of hunger in America.
Most of us try to look into the eyes of the street people
to catch a glimpse of what it is like to be so vulnerable. We
wonder what moves them and how they survive.
But another drama is played out in the eyes of the servants.
We live in a hard-hearted time that mocks the worth of the
weak and patronizes those who minister. What moves those
who serve?
Politics is not the moving force. I’ve never met anyone
making peanut butter sandwiches for hungry people who
cared much one way or another about federal deficits. And
dipping soup is not the way to glory
and wealth. Why would someone
spend their Tuesday morning or Friday night working for free in a soup
kitchen instead of visiting friends,
watching TV or playing with the
kids?

People serve for reasons that mix curiosity and compassion. But many move from their pain toward the pain of others.
They move from their sense of vulnerability and loneliness
to the vivid need of the hungry.
The soup is spiced with community: “you may need food,
but I’ve needed things, too.” This is no parody of the last
judgment with the good sheep feeding the bad goats. There
are only people—some who need to eat and some who need
to help.
“Compassion” is the clue. The word comes from Latin
meaning “to suffer together.” We can recognize ourselves in
hungry people and we suffer with them. It is our wounds that
empower us to heal.
Although everyone else was impressed, Jesus didn’t like
to make a big deal out of feeding people. The people were
hungry and he knew what that was like. The Jesus who was
on his way to the cross said, “I have compassion for these
people.“ You catch an echo of those words amid the pots and
pans of hundreds of soup kitchens every day of the week.
—Gary Gunderson was one of the
Seeds founding editors. We recently
discovered this editorial (originally titled
“Good Sheep and Bad Goats?”) in the
January 1984 edition of Sprouts, the
supplement published between issues
of Seeds Magazine.

People serve for reasons
that mix curiosity and
compassion. But many
move from their pain
toward the pain of others.
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Community Leaders Try Living
on SNAP Budget

number of faith-based groups across the US encouraged
community leaders this fall to try living on a SNAP budget for a week. (SNAP is the USDA’s Supplemental Nutrition
Assistance Program, formerly known as the Food Stamp
program.)
Cory Booker, mayor of Newark, NJ, accepted the challenge
to live on US$4.32 a day (the equivalent of a SNAP budget in
New Jersey). He wrote about it extensively in a blog for the
Huffington Post and posted updates on Twitter.
“Lunch today was a can of corn and a can of peas mixed
together. I’m starting to feel the caffeine withdrawal,” Booker
tweeted.
“The constrained food options I have for this one short
week highlight for me (with the hunger pains I felt today
between small meals) what many hardworking families have
to deal with week after week,” he wrote in his blog, midway
through the week.
The Sacramento, CA, Hunger Coalition recruited Stefanie
Cruz, KTXL news anchor, and City Council member Kevin
McCarty as participants in the CalFresh Food Challenge.
The two joined dozens of other participants in the area, all
of whom agreed to limit their grocery bill to $4.90 a day per
person (the equivalent of a SNAP budget in California).
The Sacramento Bee reported that roughly 250,000 recipients
receive SNAP benefits in the four-county area. The Sacramento
Hunger Coalition wanted to call attention to the difficulties
the recipients face each week.
The coalition reported that many CalFresh (as the SNAP
program is known in California) recipients are among the
group known as “the working poor.” According to the report,
the net income for CalFresh households is above the federal
poverty line—and, for some, the benefits don’t last through
the month.
Health experts in the Sacramento area say that many find
it difficult to purchase healthy foods on a SNAP budget, and
that they face health problems—such as
diabetes, heart disease and other chronic
conditions that stem from diets lacking in
nutritious foods.
Cruz and McCarty both reported that
they couldn’t afford to buy fresh fruits
and vegetables on $4.90 a day. Cruz said
she took the challenge to “understand the
challenge facing people who we call our
neighbors, and even our friends.”
In November, Rabbi Susan Talve
joined many in the Jewish community
in St. Louis and across the country in a
SNAP/Food Stamp Challenge. The challenge was sponsored by the Jewish Council
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for Public Affairs, Mazon (a national Jewish hunger program)
and the Reform, Conservative and Reconstructionist movements to raise awareness for SNAP and to keep the program
from falling prey to severe budget cuts.
“We limited all the food we ate to $31.50 per person, per
week—the average food stamp allotment—to call attention to
the challenges faced each meal, each day, by 46 million of our
neighbors, many of them children,” she wrote in an editorial
for the St. Louis Jewish Light.
“It takes hours of preparation and planning to plan and
prepare balanced meals…We wondered how kids on food
stamps have the energy for sports and clear thinking in school
and how those with serious medical conditions can maintain
their health,” Rabbi Talve wrote.
A single mother living in a food desert told the rabbi
that she had to sometimes rely on less nutritious foods that
would fill up her children. Still, the program allowed her to
go back to school, get a job and lift her family out of poverty.
A family receiving a small raise could be suddenly ineligible
for SNAP, although they would still have the need.
“Cuts to SNAP and other federal anti-hunger programs
would be devastating for the millions of the food-insecure
struggling with hunger, and would have long-term costs far
greater than any short-term savings,” the rabbi wrote.
And the cost would affect more than food-insecure people.
Economists have pointed out something that many never
think about when they think “Food Stamps”: that the use of
SNAP funds in grocery stores promotes the growth of local
economies.
On Dec. 20, the US Conference of Mayors issued the 2012
Status Report on Hunger and Homelessness, showing a marked
increase in the need for emergency food assistance in cities
across the nation. On the same day, the US House of Representatives scheduled a vote that would slash funding for a
number of social assistance programs, including SNAP.
		
The Food and Research Action
Center (FRAC) reports that 75 percent of
Americans oppose cuts to SNAP. A FRAC
statement released on Dec. 20 called the
House actions “callous.” The statement
also called for US President Barack Obama
to stand firm against any cuts to SNAP.
		
“It is time for Members of Congress
to listen to their constituents and start
addressing hunger in a meaningful way,”
the statement said.
—Compiled by Katie Cook. Sources: Sacramento Bee, Huffington Post, St. Louis
Jewish Light, Food Research and Action
Center.
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The Fiscal Cliff, the Farm Bill
& Sandy Relief:
The Last Days of the 112th US Congress

L

ate on New Year’s Day, past their own deadline, the US
Congress passed a compromise bill that narrowly averted
what many called a “fiscal cliff.” The Senate bill passed before
the Dec. 31 deadline, but House leaders dug in their heels,
holding out for sweeping spending cuts and vociferously
opposing the Obama administration’s proposed tax increase
for wealthy citizens. Finally, however, weary House Members
passed the Senate version of the bill.
The legislation prevented the expiration of middle-class
tax cuts, as well as many automatic spending cuts that would
have devastated programs for poor and vulnerable citizens—
such as extended unemployment benefits for an estimated 2
million jobless people. The bill blocked a 27-percent cut in fees
for doctors who treat Medicare patients. (It also prevented a
$900 pay increase for Members of Congress.)
One of the most crucial aspects of the bill was connected
with the US Farm Bill. Back in the summer, top leaders in both
parties on the US House and Senate Agriculture Committees
had agreed to a one-year extension of the 2008 Farm Bill that
expired in October. The extension was designed to head off
a number of crises, including the possible doubling of milk
prices in January.
Senate Agriculture Committee Chair Debbie Stabenow
(D-MI) urged the House to vote on the extension on Dec. 30,
but House leaders refused to bring it to the floor.
Expiration of the dairy programs in the 2008 bill would
have meant higher prices at the grocery store within a few
weeks. Without the extension, the Farm Bill would have
reverted to a 1948 formula for calculating milk price supports.
US Agriculture Secretary Tom Vilsack said in late December that consumers faced the prospect of paying $7 for a
gallon of milk if the dairy program lapsed. The prospect of
higher milk prices gained attention from a large sector of the
population just before the end of the year.
The Senate had passed its version of a new five-year Farm
Bill during the summer, but House leaders had stalled for five
months.
The bipartisan extension also includes disaster assistance
to farmers affected by a lingering drought this year, along with
extensions to other farm programs that expired in October.
Instead of just continuing current dairy policy, the extension bill includes an overhaul of dairy programs that was
included in both the Senate and House committee bills. The
new dairy programs include a new, voluntary insurance
program for dairy producers.
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Those who choose that new program would also have to
participate in a market stabilization program that could dictate
production cuts when oversupply drives down prices—an
idea that has been opposed by House Republications.
House Speaker John Boehner (R-OH) called the current
dairy program “Soviet-style” and said the new program would
make it even worse. Large food companies that process and
use dairy products have backed the speaker, saying the program could limit milk supplies and increase their costs. Sen.
Stabenow said that the delays in the House were putting the
entire US economy at risk.
Pundits say that one of the reasons the Republican caucus
balked at bringing a Farm Bill to the House floor stemmed
from disagreement over how much money should be cut from
SNAP (formerly the Food Stamp program), which makes up
roughly 80 percent of the bill’s expenditures. (See the story
about the SNAP Challenge on page 6.) The bill that originally
came from the Agriculture committees was estimated to cost
$US500 million over five years.
House Agriculture Chair Frank Lucas (R-OK) has unsuccessfully pushed his leadership to make a decision on the bill
since the summer, despite the disagreement over food aid. “It
is not perfect; no compromise ever is,” he said in late December. “But it is my sincere hope that it will pass the House and
Senate and be signed by the president by January 1.”
Some political spectators have called this last-minute
compromise momentous, partly because dozens of Republicans revolted against their own two-decade moratorium on
any and all tax increases. But others warned that the partisan
battles have just begun, and that programs that protect the
most vulnerable Americans will be on the line again in the
first few months of 2013.
As the House adjourned, lawmakers from New York
and New Jersey were angered by its failure to pass President
Obama’s aid package for Hurricane Sandy relief, which the
Senate had passed on Dec. 28. House Oversight Committee
Chair Darrell Issa (R-CA) reportedly said that the two New
York senators had “packed it with pork.”
A Boehner aide told a Roll Call reporter that the Speaker
is committed to the passage of a relief package in the next few
weeks. Nevertheless, although the 112th US Congress ended
with a narrowly escaped fiscal disaster, it also concluded
without responding to the victims of Hurricane Sandy.
—Compiled by Katie Cook. Sources: Associated Press, Politico,
Reuters, The Record, Roll Call, Los Angeles Times, Sacramento
Bee.
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quotes, poems & pithy sayings

I

t is the outcasts who really get the message of Jesus. It is the people pushed to
the fringe, the rejected members of the establishment, who understand what
Jesus means when he says, “Come, follow me. “They know what it means to
suffer.
Jesus makes it simple for us. In his command to love, he condenses all the
written and unwritten rules of the covenant into two basic principles: love God
and love your neighbor.
—Joe Nassal, The Conspiracy of Compassion
To share the control of our resources with fellow believers and to share what we
have with the poor is part of what it means to be the church. Economic sharing
is a way of life intended for all God’s people, not just monastic orders, the clergy
or special ministry groups. No particular form or administrative procedure
can ever be normative for all, but the biblical vision of fellowship will always
include our economic lives, the sharing of our money and possessions with
each other and with the poor.
—Jim Wallis, The Call to Conversion
A church that doesn’t
provoke any crises,
a gospel that doesn’t
unsettle, a word of God
that doesn’t get under
anyone’s skin, a word of
God that doesn’t touch
the real sin of the society in which it is being
proclaimed—what gospel is that? Very nice, pious considerations that
don’t bother anyone,
that’s the way many
would like preaching
to be. Those preachers
who avoid every thorny
matter so as not to be
harassed, so as not to
have conflicts and difficulties, do not light up
the world they live in.
Oscar Romero, The Violence of Love
optional. The group intends to seek out people
of faith who feel called to care for the poor;
and to affirm, enable and empower a variety of
responses to the problems of poverty.
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Seeds of Hope also produces Sacred
Seasons, a series of worship materials for
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