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THE REGIONAL GOVERNANCE OF FOOD SECURITY AND NUTRITION IN 
THE CPLP

The member states of the Community of Portuguese-Speaking Countries (CPLP), 
a multi-regional entity formed by Angola, Brazil, Cape Verde, Guinea-Bissau, 
Mozambique, Portugal, São Tomé and Príncipe, and East Timor,2 have a common 
history. As outlined by Sarmento, “for nearly four centuries in tropical environments 
on both sides of the Atlantic, the flow of people, plants, rituals and rhythms, shackled 
to the same social system, contributed to the formation of a complex system of 
habits and values”.3 In African countries, especially, this hindered the development 
of family farms and led to many rural communities and millions of peasants being 
under-equipped and without access to natural and productive resources or public 
services to guarantee their access to adequate food. The same is true for the 
patrimonial nature of their national states and the low level of participation of civil 
society in the development of public policies for food security and nutrition.
 

However, when analyzing the trends in malnutrition levels in Portuguese-speaking 
countries, hunger is apparently being reduced. In 1990, there were about 38 million  
undernourished people in the CPLP, and currently the number is a little over  
22 million. Recent data published in the FAO report on State of Food Insecurity in 
the World (SOFI) shows that Goal One of the Millennium Development Goals (MDG 
1) has been achieved in several CPLP countries, such as Brazil, Angola, São Tomé and 
Príncipe, and Mozambique, and may be reached by some of the other countries be-
fore 2020.4 This data, however, should be interpreted with some caution, given the 
weaknesses of the national statistical systems in most African countries. Moreover, 
several civil society actors have criticized the methodology used in the SOFI report.

While we cannot directly associate this development with the approval of the 
CPLP Food Security and Nutrition Strategy (ESAN-CPLP),5 which was ratified in 
2012 by the heads of State and government,6 its creation is a step forward for the 
civil society in these countries. The governance mechanisms of this Strategy are 
inspired by the reform of the Committee on World Food Security (CFS),7 and the 
recommendations for food and nutrition security by the Global Strategic Frame-
work for Food Security and Nutrition (GSF).8 The Council of Food and Nutrition 
Security (CONSAN-CPLP)9 was created with strong participation by civil society 
through the internal Mechanism for the Facilitation of Civil Society Participation. 
This ministerial body is mandated to advise and make proposals to the CPLP heads 
of State and government. Despite repeated delays in its full function, its creation 
was an important victory. As the former Special Rapporteur on the Right to Food, 
Olivier De Schutter, wrote in a letter to the CONSAN-CPLP in 2012 to congratulate 
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it on its first meeting, “the right to food must be understood not only as a symbol for 
the fight against hunger and malnutrition... It is an operational tool. It improves the 
effectiveness and sustainability of interventions in the area of food security.”10

With this end in view, civil society has sought to assume a strategic role at 
the regional level and in appropriate spaces gradually created in different countries 
through the establishment of national councils for food and nutrition security. This 
important initiative includes the CPLP Regional Network for Food and Nutrition 
Security (REDSAN-CPLP), which is composed of 500 organizations and civil society 
networks,11 and the CPLP Peasants Platform, which brings together organizations 
from all the countries and represents about 17 million peasants and family producers.12 

FAMILY FARMING AND THE PROMOTION OF BIODIVERSITY

One of the priority issues for the CPLP’s civil society is to promote family farming, 
one of the three pillars of the ESAN-CPLP.13 Data presented by Sarmento illustrates 
the scope of the issue:14 peasants cultivate small areas from 0.2 to 18 hectares, a 
figure that varies from country to country.15 The levels of technology used by these 
farmers also differ, and they are responsible for producing 70–100% of the food in 
most countries, directly or indirectly feeding more than 45 million people. For this 
reason, the institutional recognition of family farmers and their improved access to 
natural resources, credit, and social technologies is crucial. This is particularly im-
portant in light of the trend in African CPLP countries to expand the agribusiness 
model, which makes intensive use of means of production and is based on working 
large tracts of land.16

The last meeting of the CONSAN-CPLP’s Working Group on Family Farming 
was held in Rome in June 2015, on the sidelines of the 39th session of the FAO Con-
ference. The participants approved the start of a process to develop joint guidelines 
for the promotion of family farming in the CPLP. This was an important victory for 
civil society. It will, of necessity, be a long-term exercise and part of a broader struggle 
for the sustainable use of biodiversity in production systems.

SÃO TOMÉ AND PRÍNCIPE: THE “LAB ISLAND”

São Tomé and Príncipe, a relatively small country of about 1,000 km², has a wealth 
of experience regarding the promotion of family farming and biodiversity within the 
CPLP, providing a source of institutional knowledge and good practices.

The country’s economic and social weaknesses, which include limited access 
to infrastructure and basic services, are compounded by disturbing statistics on 
nutrition: 10% of the population suffers from insufficient food intake, while another 
12% are within the lower threshold. Nevertheless, 2015 FAO data indicates that 
the number of undernourished people in the country has decreased by 51.4% since 
the beginning of the 1990s, and that the proportion of undernourished people of the 
total population has decreased by 71.2%.17 These performance figures should not be 
a surprise, seeing that the development of family farming arose in the midst of a land 
reform program carried out in the 1990s, under which land was publicly owned and 
the economy was based on the exploitation of natural resources and biodiversity.
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Family farmers, organized in cooperatives, knew how to reconvert the pro-
duction of cocoa and coffee, integrated in agroforestry systems, redirecting it to the 
international organic food market, which has significantly raised their income.18 It 
should be noted that despite the uncertain institutional characteristics of the coun-
try, the last ministers of agriculture and rural development were family farmers and 
always maintained a relationship of dialogue with civil society.

On the positive side of the ledger, São Tomé and Príncipe has unique capabilities 
related to the use of its rich biodiversity.19 This is a source of healthy food and 
important raw materials for various industries and natural medicine.20 It is also a 
sustainable tourist destination, but at the same time there are private investment 
projects in the country that threaten or may become a threat to this trend. One example 
is the company Agripalma’s investment in palm oil production, with a projected 
plantation of around 4,500 hectares.21 A less obvious threat lies in the ecotourism 
projects developed for high-income segments, mainly on the Island of Príncipe.  
Concessions already cover approximately one-third of the island, which was designated 
as a biosphere reserve by the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 
Organization (UNESCO) in 2013.

Civil society, specifically through the Civil Society Network for Food and 
Nutrition Security of São Tomé and Príncipe (RESCSAN-STP), will focus on certain 
goals in its role on the National Council for Food and Nutrition Security, which is in  
the process of being formed in the country. This focus will be on the fight against the 
‘privatization of biodiversity’ and is in favor of the development of legal instruments  
that allow the sharing of benefits with traditional communities. This is in line with 
the Nagoya Protocol for access to genetic resources and the fair and equitable 
sharing of benefits arising from their use.22 

Thus, the new governance of food security and nutrition in São Tomé and 
Príncipe and in the CPLP brings issues related to access to natural resources and 
support for family farmers to the fore in the development of sustainable production 
models to fight malnutrition. This is encouraging news for the sub-region, and Africa 
in general.
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