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Food Security Information for Action
Food Security Information Systems and Networks
Lesson 3
 Improving Food Security Information Systems
Learner Notes
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Learning objectives

At the end of this lesson you will be able to:
· identify the steps needed to assess different information systems concerned with food security analysis, in terms of their relevance and performance; and 

· understand how to take advantage of identified strengths and how to address weaknesses in the food security information systems (FSIS). 

Introduction

In order to achieve important food security objectives, decision makers need access to comprehensive, reliable and up-to-date information on the overall food security situation that is easy to understand. 

This lesson will help you to assess key aspects of the different information systems concerned with food security analysis in any one country. 

Since there is no one approach to carrying out this type of assessment, this lesson presents a ‘process’ which can be adapted to take into account the country specific context.
Planning the assessment
The assessment process needs to specifically examine the links between the provision of information and its use in addressing various food security concerns. 

Information needs are continually changing. They have evolved from a focus on food production and supply issues, to the inclusion of factors influencing household access to food, and the incorporation of information in the context of market liberalization policies. 

An awareness of the linkages between nutrition, food security and livelihoods has further increased the breadth and depth of information needs. 

Increased concerns with people’s exposure to various risk factors, has increased the need to understand the dynamic aspects of food security in analyzing people’s vulnerability status. 

In the past, the major focus of the development of Food Security Information Systems has been on the technical aspects of information systems. These are essential to the efficient functioning and effectiveness of any information system or network of systems. 
Technical aspects of information systems relate to: 

·  the selection of indicators; 

·  data collection techniques;

·  data base development and data base management;

·  analytical methods; and 

·  presentation, reporting and communication tools. 

However, it is also recognized that closer attention must be paid to understanding the institutional context and capacities within which information systems or networks operate in a specific country. 

In particular, there is the need to understand the relationship between information generation and action.  

In order to do this, an assessment should also provide insights into: 

· the decision making processes around food security actions; 

· who the key stakeholders and decision makers are;

· if and how information is used for making those decisions; and importantly

· assess to what extent the information provided is demand-driven, which is an essential aspect for the sustainability of the FSIS.
Are in-country food security information systems efficient, effective and relevant to changing circumstances? Do they meet information needs?

Answers to the above questions are critical for the formulation and implementation of improved food security policies and programmes. The assessment process presented here can be used to develop a national strategy to strengthen food security analysis and related information systems. 

Steps in the assessment process are:
1. Assessing the demand for food security information
2. Assessing the existing supply of food security information 

3. Comparing demand and supply to identify limitations, overlaps and gaps

4. Assessing the institutional environment

5. Developing a strategy to strengthen the food security information systems

Different types and levels of participation will need to be employed during the assessment.

As awareness of the characteristics of information activities develops over the assessment, a common vision for the future orientation and policy linkages of the information network will develop, together with options for coordination mechanisms. This should lead to a consensus on how to improve the quality of information and how information can be linked and better used to guide the actions most relevant to different country contexts. 

The assessment will also help to identify how to channel resources to meet agreed upon information objectives and priorities.
A team could be assembled to assess the national food security information systems leading to the definition of a strategy and operational work plan at country level. 

The team composition should take account of: 

· the desire to include key stakeholders to ensure ownership of the process and outputs; 

· a workable team size; 

· the mix of disciplines needed; and

· time and resource availability.
Let’s consider how this team would work through the various steps in the assessment process.

Assessing the demand
1) Assessing the demand for food security information.
Food security information systems should be demand driven. 

The starting point for an assessment of the effectiveness of national food security information systems should be an analysis of the national food security situation.

By reviewing the incidence, nature and causes of food insecurity and vulnerability, the team will understand the priorities for food security policy and programme formulation.

This will allow them to identify the related information needs.
(Note: Different food security interventions may be needed in countries where food insecurity is primarily the consequence of recurrent shocks (such as drought) as opposed to countries where chronic poverty is a primary cause of hunger. 

Different types of food security information will be needed to support decisions on interventions.)

It is important to recognize that different stakeholders may interpret and see food insecurity differently. For example, some may say:

“We need to bolster food availability by expanding agricultural production”; or
“We need to establish a safety net to provide for the needs of the chronically destitute”; or
“We need to ensure that the victims of floods and drought receive adequate emergency assistance including food aid”.
The needs expressed by the stakeholders highlight different food insecurity concerns.  
A consensus needs to be established that accommodates all valid perspectives.

In building up a picture of national food security issues, you should consider the following checklist of questions, which may be adapted to the specific situation of your country:
	List of actions

	Review the available literature to see how analysts have already characterized the incidence and causes of food insecurity. For example:

· World Bank Poverty and Vulnerability Analyses

· Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers

· National Food Security Policies

· Food Security related Baselines



	Examine key data sets from diverse sources (World Bank, VAM unit from the World Food Programme, FEWS-NET etc.) to determine:

· Who are the food insecure and where do they live?

· What is the nature, frequency and degree of their food insecurity?

· What is the nature of their livelihood systems and what kinds of constraints are they experiencing?

· Who are the vulnerable and where are they located?

· What is the nature and degree of the risks that they face?

· What is the nature of their coping strategies in response to these risks and how effective are they?



	Consult with the main stakeholders (Government, donors, UN agencies, civil society and researchers) to understand the range of opinions in how food insecurity is interpreted and the current priorities for action.



	Compare data obtained from the various sources enumerated above and triangulate information from what you have gathered.



People who are responsible for making decision related to food security interventions are the primary users of the food security information system. 

The demand for information potentially comes from a diverse group of stakeholders
. This includes not only the decision makers themselves, but others with the ability to influence the final outcome. 

Potential users include:
· Policy makers & their advisers in government

· Government officials, parliamentarians and their technical staff at the national/sub-national level

· Local government authorities

· Civil society

· The donor community

· Mass Media

· Researchers 

· Training institutions

· Private sector
The team will then need to identify and prioritize the major types of information that these user groups require. This process will help suppliers of information tailor products to match user needs and capacities. To obtain the most accurate targeted users needs list, it may be necessary to undertake several rounds of meetings or interviews. The assessment can be carried out through group meetings, individual or semi-structured interviews or by a questionnaire. 

If the financial means exist, organizing a producers/users workshop can be quite efficient.

It is important that all targeted users groups (down to sub-national groups) be given adequate opportunity to articulate their needs.


The information captured during the discussion can be presented in a table:
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How to use this matrix:
To fill in the matrix you would transfer the information already recorded in the first two steps of the assessment:


1) List the main information systems already identified in the first column.

2) List the output generated by each information system in the second column.

3) List the users’ information needs from each of these systems in the third column.

4) The final step is to compare if the information is appropriate to the users’ needs.

Assessing the supply
2) Assessing the existing supply of food security information.

The second step in the assessment process is to make an inventory of data and information explaining different food security dimensions provided by existing information systems related and identify their respective strengths and weaknesses. 

You need to assess the quality, timing and format in which food security information is made available in the country.
Even in the poorest countries data is collected. While not all of the information systems focus on food security as their primary objective, the data and information they collect may still be relevant.  On the other hand, the information may be fragmented, poorly integrated or incomplete. You should make a general inventory of existing food security data and information as each country will have different types of information systems, generating different information products, which need to be described. To investigate the type of information produced, the assessment could employ a combination of the following methods: 

·  formal questionnaires

·  individual interviews

·  workshops

The inventory should be considered a tool that can be updated on a regular basis.
For each of the providers of food security-related data and information identified, the following assessment criteria should be covered:
· Strengths and weaknesses
· Purpose for which data and information is collected or analyzed
· Coverage and level of disaggregation
· Types of data collected
· Periodicity and coverage of data collection
· Data management procedures
· Information products
· Means of communication
· Main users
· Financing arrangements
A data sheet may be helpful for recording this information. A separate sheet should be completed for each information system addressing food security concerns. 
Here is an example of a datasheet for nutrition surveillance system:

	Name 

of system & 

Name of the provider
	Name of System: Nutrition Surveillance System

Name of Provider: Nutrition Unit, Ministry of Health 

	Type & purpose
	Monitoring health status of children under five. 

	Geographical coverage
	It covers the two main regions known for chronic nutritional risks.



	Data collection and periodicity
	Immunization coverage collected through monthly survey reports.



	Statistical validity
	Which administrative level the data is valid to.

	Data accuracy
	Assessment of major threats to data accuracy.

	Data management 
	Stored in an excel spread sheet

	Information products (outputs)
	- Baseline information

- Monitoring reports & situation assessments

- Policy and programme evaluation and feasibility studies

	Information dissemination 
	- Monthly bulletin

- Yearly statistical abstract

	Reporting procedures

	- All products are available on the internet at: www.nutrition.com
- The weekly bulletin is distributed by email to subscribers.

	Principal users & relative uses of the information
	Senior national staff in the Ministry of  Health 

	Collaborating institutions
	UNICEF, UNDP, World Bank and MSF.

	Financial arrangements 
	Govt budget of $ X and donor support of $ Y

	Strengths
	High level of confidence amongst users in the accuracy of the data

	Weaknesses
	Long delays in releasing data and reports




Comparing information demand with supply
3) Comparing demand and supply to identify limitations, overlaps and gaps

The third step in the assessment process is to compare the demand for information with the supply.
The assessment team should analyze the information produced against the articulated users’ information needs. This analysis should answer the following key questions:
· Is data/information missing and/or overlapping?
The matrix will demonstrate whether there are information products that are missing or whether there is duplication of efforts.   It will also help to see whether there is a lack of harmonization between the diverse food security information systems. 
· What are the limitations of the information supplied to the users?
The assessment team will analyse the limitations in terms of: the quality of the information provided to the users; how often it is produced; in what format; how it is communicated; how much of the information produced is lost through the hierarchy (i.e. are decision makers obtaining the real picture of the situation?)

· Is the data/information appropriate to the users’ needs?
By comparing the information produced with users’ information needs, the assessment team will be able to identify redundant data and information that is not being demanded or used.
The analysis can take place in a User-Producer Workshop. 

During the workshop, a panel discussion can be designed to elicit from the users groups information on food security, nutrition, vulnerability and poverty. 

The users should be able to express their needs for decision-making, planning, policy and programme formulation and monitoring to the producers who are present.
However, a lack of funds may constrain the workshop approach. In this case, it may be necessary to conduct a ‘paper’ analysis. A matrix can bring together the results of the demand side analysis with the supply side analysis:
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          How to use this matrix:
The users groups are listed in the first column with information priorities for these groups in the middle column. The final column contains an analysis of how adequate and accessible the current information is to the user groups.

Remember: information priorities and needs are not static as they may change during the course of a year or a programme. Therefore, this table may need periodic updating.

Assessing the institutional environment
4. Assessing the institutional environment.

The fourth step in the assessment process involves the team looking at institutional roles and responsibilities. The team will need to examine collaboration and coordination mechanisms
 and the networks that may have been established. 

An analysis of the institutional environment should consider:

1. The institutional mandates
An assessment of institutional mandates and inter-institutional linkages will reveal gaps and/or duplication in roles and activities.
· Which institutions have a mandate for food security policy development and implementation of food security activities?
· Is there is an institution that has the mandate to serve as the focal point for food security activities?

· Is inter-sectoral work seen to add value to the work of individual institutions?


2. Mechanisms for Information sharing
Given the cross-sectoral nature of food security issues, information should be shared among institutions for integrated food security analysis.

 The extent to which this happens depends on:
·  the information culture of the country;

·  the legal framework for the national statistical system; 

·  the existence of institutional mechanisms for dialogue and information exchange; and

·  the availability of technological and financial resources that facilitate sharing
.

3. The degree of integrated analysis among institutions
Even if there is a culture of information sharing, there is still a requirement to provide an integrated analysis. Some institutions or organizations may do this to meet their own or their donor’s requirements, but this may not fully reflect in-country needs.

This aspect of information analysis is often weak usually due to technical limitations and poor analytical capacity, which tend to result in inconsistent messages to decision makers
.

As an example, let’s imagine that a team has identified linkages between national and sub-national levels in the information systems. Here is what they have found:
Identification of weak links between sub-national and national information system activities. 

Information flows across levels, sectors and subject areas are poor. Data are disaggregated at the district level along departmental lines and fed to different departments e.g., crops, veterinary, livestock or fisheries. It is thus not possible to get a comprehensive picture from any one information source at either the district or national level. The lack of collaboration and information sharing even within the same ministry is a key issue to address.

Developing a strategy
5) Developing a strategy to strengthen food security information systems.

The preceding steps in the assessment process should provide the basic material to develop a strategy to strengthen national food security information systems.

One useful tool for synthesizing the evidence gathered and drawing out recommendations is to conduct a SWOC analysis. 
The purpose of a SWOC analysis is to identify the main Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and Constraints that characterize a particular situation or entity. SWOC analysis is often used as a management tool. 

In this case we will apply a SWOC analysis to the national Food Security Information Systems. This will enable you to organize, summarize and even prioritize the wealth of information you have gathered through answering the questions in the assessment process.

The SWOC approach essentially looks at internal and external processes to detect the positive and negative factors that impact on the total outcome.
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Each question may be analyzed against the following dimensions: 

· Political:
Level of sensitization among policy decision makers; government commitment towards the 
information system process.
· Institutional:

Degree of inter-sectoral integration or mandates, focus/ objectives, process of information  

transfer, etc.
· Technical:
data quality/analysis/flow, access to new technological advances and methodological tools.

· Financial:

Availability of resources, reliability of resource flows.

· Human resources:
Skill level, members, mandates.

The following are the five step of a SWOC analysis. Remember that the process of undertaking the analysis is as important as its results.

Step1.

Each SWOC analysis should be undertaken by the Assessment Team as a whole. If the Team includes more than seven members, create groups of team members. Groups should contain a minimum of two and a maximum of four persons per group. 

      Step 2.
     On a large board or wall, draw the following blank table:
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On a flip chart, write the words Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and Constraints at the top of four pages (one on each page).

Step 3.

Starting with Strengths, ask each member or group to identify the strengths for each row in the matrix e.g. What are the main strengths of the political environment? What are the institutional strengths? Etc.

You should allow a minimum of 30 minutes for this part of the process. Allow more time if you observe that individuals/groups are still adding items to their list.

Step 4.
Working with the whole Assessment Team, list all identified strengths on the relevant page of the flip chart. 

Through discussion, narrow down the list by crossing out repeated items, dropping those that the Team decides are inappropriate, and combining others that are similar. 

Try to make sure that all members of the Team contribute to the discussion. When the list is final, transfer the agreed items to the blank table prepared in Step 2.

Step 5.

Repeat the process in order to identify weaknesses, opportunities and constraints. 

When discussing opportunities, you should consider circumstances or potential factors that could be exploited so as to improve the impact, sustainability or cost-effectiveness of the programme you are assessing.
Not all national systems have an equal need to be strengthened and they do not require support in the same areas. 

However, recurrent themes from assessments in many countries have been identified. These include:
1. Lack of political commitment because of:

· competing demands for the allocation of scarce resources; 

· difficulty in perceiving immediate and tangible benefits of investing in better food security information systems; 

· lack of political influence of the potential beneficiaries in arguing for better food security information; and

· political openness where data is sensitive; this may slow down its release or even result in censorship.

2. Institutional constraints 
· These are often caused by the absence of effective inter-sectoral and cross-ministerial linkages (e.g. no inter-ministerial task force with a strong mandate), which frustrate efforts to promote the sharing of data collection tasks and information.

· Other constraints include legal and/or administrative aspects of information sharing.
3. Technical constraints resulting from:

· lack of trained manpower to manage complex information systems and conduct multi-sectoral analyses of the kind required to tackle food security issues;

· inability of technicians to stay abreast of current best practices for designing and implementing information systems relevant for measuring and monitoring food insecurity and vulnerability; and 

· technical difficulties of compatibility for data sharing and integrated analysis.
4. Financial constraints 

· The collection and analysis of primary data and other information at the sub-national or household level is costly, especially if surveys have to be conducted on a periodic basis and in large numbers. 

· Surveys may not be conducted on time or at the optimal frequency, sample sizes may be too limited, measurement and analytical equipment may be outdated, restrictions may be placed on the dissemination of results.

· Budget constraints will also affect the capacity of the FSIS to maintain up-to-date computer hardware and software, vehicles for field surveys, printers and toners for report preparation and communication equipment (incl. e-mail and Internet).

· As with other constraints, insufficient funding affects the effectiveness and morale of the FSIS team; if not addressed, constraints will result in high staff turnover or poor quality information products.

The successful implementation of such a strategy for strengthening food security information systems is highly dependent on the commitment of key political decision-makers to provide adequate and continued support. 
This support is likely to be forthcoming if the FSIS produce useful information products. 
This will help convince political decision-makers that the information system deserves support. 
A strategy that effectively improves  information quality and usefulness is likely to be self-sustaining.
The targeted dissemination of well presented products to key decision-makers and other potentially influential information user groups can contribute significantly to this end. 

Complementing the dissemination of published products with well-timed, targeted and publicized workshops involving important decision-makers and other user groups can significantly reinforce this support.
In addition, specific strategies are needed for building and reinforcing the demand for good information products. 

 Key components of a strategy to strengthen FSIS include defining:
· A priority set of data and information outputs, coverage, and periodicity

· An institutional framework and coordination mechanisms

· An action plan, budget and identification of available resources

Examples of FSIS assessments and recommendations
A typical assessment report might include the following sections:
1) Background and introduction

2) Summary of situation analysis of food security and vulnerability concerns

·  National Food Insecurity and Vulnerability Report

·  Risk profiles including identification of vulnerable groups

3) Users’ information needs

· For monitoring progress towards reducing food insecurity and vulnerability at national and sub-national levels 

· For early warning of acute food insecurity at national and sub-national levels 

4) Inventory of stakeholders: 
· information producers and users

5) Institutional mandates for food security and vulnerability information: 

· data collection, data management, analysis and interpretation, dissemination, communication, utilisation and coordination.

6) Priority gaps and weaknesses in meeting priority information needs

There are several examples of food security information system assessments that have been conducted.  You may want to consult these resources
 for a practical example of how food security information systems have been analyzed and the type of recommendations that have been made.

 

Summary
· An assessment of a food security information system should start by analyzing the overall food security situation in the country and identifying the range of stakeholders with the power and interest to improve food security. 

· You need to examine what data and information these users need to support their decision making.  

· Next you should make an inventory of data and information provided by existing information systems, assessing quality, timing and format. 

· A comparison of the users’ information needs with the supply of data and information will identify gaps, overlaps and redundancies.

· You should also consider institutional mandates and inter-institutional linkages, and the opportunities for integrated analysis.

· This assessment should then form the basis for developing a strategy to strengthen the food security information systems and/or networks.

If you want to know more
Suggested references:
· McEwan, M (2003) Assessing National Information Systems: Analysis for Action. FIVIMS, FAO, Rome.

· FIVIMS Guidelines: To conduct an assessment of a national FIVIMS leading to the definition of a strategy and operational work plan, FAO, Rome 2003.

· FAO. 2001. Handbook for defining and setting up a Food Security Information and Early Warning System (FSIEWS). FAO Agricultural Policy and Economic Development Series. FAO-UN.

· FIVIMS, 2000. Guidelines for National FIVIMS. Background and principles. IAWG-FIVIMS. FAO-UN.

· FAO (2005) Formulation of a National FIVIMS Strategy. End of Workshop Report. Matautu-uta, Apia, Samoa, 30 September – 4 October 2002.
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Example








� For more information about stakeholder analysis, please see Annex “Stakeholder Analysis”. It  can help to identify and rank the main user groups.





� Given that food security information systems address various food security dimensions cutting across disciplines, their activities are by definition multi-sectoral. Institutions and individuals may have already recognized the need for some form of inter-institutional coordination mechanism to integrate their activities and outputs with those from other sectors.


� Please, look at the Annex “Institutional Mechanisms and Mandates” for a checklist of questions that can help you analyze institutional mandates and inter-institutional linkages. 


� Please, look at the Annex  “Information sharing among institutions and organizations” for a checklist of questions can help you analyze the degree of information sharing and the constraints to improved cooperation.





� Please, look at the Annex  “Iintegrated analysis for food security information” for a checklist of questions that can help you assess the current arrangements for joint analysis and identify opportunities for improving this collaboration. 





� You may find the following examples as pdf documents attached to this lesson:


Example from Lesotho, Example from Samoa, Example from Fiji
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