
CONSUMERS AND NUTRITION FOOD SECURITY

PLANT ECOLOGY 

Informal economy crucial 
in stopping hunger

Around the world, small informal businesses are crucial in giving people  
access to food, concludes a Wageningen report published in September. 
It is high time to involve such businesses in plans to eradicate hunger,  
say the researchers.

In developing countries, informal 
businesses such as market stalls and 
food stalls are the main sources of food. 
Governments, investors and researchers 
often overlook these businesses, but most 
people who live in poverty depend on this 
informal economy for affordable food.
The UN goal of zero hunger by 2030 can 
only be achieved if the informal sector is 
involved too. ‘And that is not happening,’ 

says Bart de Steenhuijsen Piters, one 
of the authors. ‘We need the informal 
businesses. They can help reduce waste 
in the food supply chain and thereby keep 
products affordable. We need a better 
understanding of the informal economy 
so that we can use it to help achieve public 
goals. We won’t manage that without 
these small businesses.’
Info: emma.termeer@wur.nl 

More spent on 
sustainable food
In 2021, Dutch consumers spent 
9.5 billion euros on sustainable food, 
according to the 2021 Sustainable 
Food Monitor, which WUR carried 
out for the Ministry of Agriculture, 
Nature and Food Quality. Sustainable 
products grew as a share of total food 
expenditure from 17 to 19 per cent. The 
increase was seen in nearly all product 
groups. Meat and meat products, 
preserved products and composite 
meals were the groups with the biggest 
share in the sustainable expenditure. 
The biggest increase, of 36 per cent, 
was seen in drinks. That was mainly 
thanks to the rise of juices with labels 
such as Fairtrade, Rainforest Alliance 
and Biologisch. Total expenditure 
on sustainable food was up by 12 per 
cent in 2021 compared with 2020. The 
increase is greatest in supermarkets 
and less so in bars, restaurants and 
specialist shops.
Info: katja.logatcheva@wur.nl

Zoom in to identify plants 
Estimates of the diversity of plants change 
as the sampling area changes in size, 
concludes an international team that 
includes WUR scientists. Small areas, for 
example in the steppes of Eastern Europe 
and the Alps, can have a relatively high 
degree of biodiversity. 
The true biodiversity can only be seen 
when species are counted in a lot of small 
sample areas. This method has advantages 
in the African tropics too. Species are 
spread over great distances and are not 

always recorded when only one sampling 
area is studied. 
That is why it was long thought that 
the African tropics do not have such an 
abundance of species as other tropical 
areas.
The team analysed a dataset with around 
170,000 vegetation measurements 
in all the planet’s climate zones. The 
conclusions were published in an article  
in Nature Communications. 
Info: mohamed.hatim@wur.nl 
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