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South Asia is undergoing a profound transforma-
tion in both regional dietary patterns and agrifood
production systems. Driven by rapid urbanization,
rising incomes, changing lifestyles, and evolving
food environments and market systems, the region
faces a dual challenge: improving diets while
ensuring sustainable and equitable food produc-
tion. Recent surveys and research by CGIAR and
partners across several South Asian countries high-
light the urgency of action to address poor diet
quality, rising consumption of unhealthy foods, and
the limitations of current agricultural systems.

INSIGHTS ON AGRIFOOD SYSTEMS IN
SOUTH ASIA: FROM PLATE TO FARM

South Asians are at high risk of nutritional inad-
equacy and diet-related diseases. Unbalanced
diets are a major cause of the burden of disease
globally and impose large costs on early child-
hood survival and quality of life, including rising
prevalence of noncommunicable diseases. Over
the past few decades, South Asian diets have

shifted dramatically. Dietary transitions are evident
across both urban and rural areas, and among all
income groups. Data from national surveys and
small, but comprehensive local agrifood systems
assessments reveal widespread consumption of
unhealthy foods — sweet beverages, salty snacks,
and fried items — among adults and adolescents
(Chapters 1 and 2). In India, Bangladesh, and Nepal,
diets are dominated by starchy staples such as

rice and wheat, with limited intake of fruits, vege-
tables, nuts, and animal-source foods. These diets
signal moderate to high risk of dietary inadequacy
and noncommunicable diseases. Adolescents
(Chapter 9), particularly in some settings, consume
significantly more fried and processed foods than
adults, suggesting that unhealthy eating habits

are being established early. Driving this problem

is the relatively high cost of nutrient-dense foods
(Chapter 2).

Food environments are diverse and challenging
to regulate. Local food environments and markets
play a critical role in shaping diets (Chapter 4).
Research in this report shows that markets are a



principal source of what is on people’s plates, even
in rural farming areas. Markets themselves are
diverse. For instance, a market census in Nalanda, a
district in the Indian state of Bihar, revealed a mix of
formal and informal vendors, with limited infrastruc-
ture and poor waste management (Chapter 5). While
grocery stores and greengrocers are common,
access to animal-source foods and nutrient-dense
products varies widely. Informal food enterprises
dominate retail, accounting for the vast majority of
food businesses. These vendors operate outside
regulatory frameworks, making it difficult to enforce
taxes or labeling on unhealthy foods. Moreover,
markets are not the only source of unhealthy foods —
many unhealthy items are home-cooked — further
complicating policy interventions.

Agricultural policy reform is needed to produce
healthy foods for all. While demand-side changes
are reshaping diets, supply-side constraints in
agrifood systems limit access to healthy foods.
South Asia’s agricultural landscape is dominated
by cereal production, especially rice, wheat, and
maize, as a result of historical food security poli-
cies (Chapter 11). This focus has contributed to soil
degradation, groundwater depletion, and stag-
nating productivity. Surveys across the region show
that rural households primarily produce these
starchy staples as well as tubers and a few vegeta-
bles (Chapter 6). Production of nutrient-rich foods
including fruits, legumes, and orange vegetables is
limited. Livestock production is increasing, partic-
ularly poultry and dairy, but varies by region. For
example, fish predominates in Bangladesh, while
poultry is more common in Nepal. Landholding
patterns reveal that many households are landless
or operate on small plots, suggesting improving
diets for these households requires food sources
beyond own production.

Much of the burden of producing, acquiring,
and preparing food falls on women. A key finding
from recent research is that women'’s empower-
ment is closely linked to their agency in household

OVERVIEW: AGRIFOOD SYSTEMS TRANSFORMATION IN SOUTH ASIA ~ Xi

decision-making, particularly in agriculture and
food preparation. Strong gendered dynamics
across the food system are illustrated by findings
that women are engaged in agriculture, livestock
care, and markets, while also bearing nearly sole
responsibility for domestic food systems activi-
ties (Chapter 8). This contributes to imbalanced
and unequal task-sharing in households. Delivering
more equitable outcomes will require innovations
that help to equalize gendered burdens across the
food system, including within households.

Extreme weather threatens farmer livelihoods.
Climate change is affecting food production in
South Asia in diverse ways. Rising temperatures,
erratic rainfall, and extreme weather events are
projected to reduce yields of rice, wheat, and maize
by 2050. Groundwater depletion and crop residue
burning further exacerbate environmental degrada-
tion. Climate shocks directly impact farm produc-
tivity and household food access (Chapter 7).
Without climate-resilient agricultural practices and
diversified cropping systems, food security and diet
quality will remain vulnerable. South Asia’s robust
social safety net programs are a lifeline for families
who experience shocks, suggesting that making
these programs more responsive and adaptive

can strengthen household resilience (Chapter 10).
Solutions are thus within reach in this region.

WHAT LIES AHEAD FOR IMPACT AT SCALE AND
NEW RESEARCH IN SOUTH ASIA?

Several recommendations emerge for scaling up
actions that contribute to healthier agrifood systems
across South Asia.

To shape demand and affordability of healthier
diets, governments should implement integrated
policy tools such as corrective taxes on unhealthy
foods, especially sugary beverages, and pair them
with targeted subsidies for fruits, vegetables, and
pulses. These fiscal measures must be designed
to avoid regressive impacts that primarily affect
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low-income households. Behavioral change strat-
egies must be scaled through school curriculums,
mass media, and digital platforms to promote nutri-
tion literacy and healthier cooking practices.

To shape food environments and markets for
healthy diets and economic benefits, labeling
regulations should be expanded to include
informal and home-cooked foods, possibly through
vendor training and community-based moni-
toring. In addition, informal food vendors must be
engaged as partners in nutrition transformation,
with incentives to improve food safety and reduce
unhealthy ingredients.

To shape new directions for resilient and diverse
production systems, nutrition-sensitive agrifood
systems will need to align agricultural produc-

tion with nutrition goals. Identifying how to truly
scale crop diversification, home gardens, and live-
stock rearing to improve dietary diversity will be

a challenge, but it must be explored, incentivized,
and supported.

To shape agrifood systems that deliver equitable
benefits to all individuals, policies in South Asia
should emphasize gender-sensitive approaches,
extension services, and integration of agriculture
with the health and education sectors. Scaling nutri-
tion-sensitive agriculture requires sustained invest-
ment, local adaptation, and strong governance,
including attention to agricultural subsidies.

Scaling efforts must also be informed by robust
data and research. Key questions as we look to the
future include: How can informal food environments
be transformed to support healthier diets at scale?
What are the most cost-effective combinations of
fiscal and behavioral interventions for reducing
consumption of unhealthy foods? How do gender
dynamics influence the scalability of nutrition-sensi-
tive agriculture? What governance models best
support coordination among agriculture, health,
and education sectors? How can digital tools be

leveraged to monitor diet quality and food environ-
ments in real time? What are the pathways to scale
for community-led innovations in food production
and nutrition education?

SEIZING OPPORTUNITIES

South Asia stands at a crossroads. The region’s
rapid dietary transition, coupled with unsustain-
able production systems and social inequalities,
threatens public health and food security. However,
South Asia is also a vibrant region with robust insti-
tutions, growing economies, and a real opportunity
to deliver impact through government, business,
and social efforts operating at scale. An opportu-
nity to reshape food systems through integrated,
evidence-based policies is at hand. Improving diet
quality will require continued action on both the
demand and supply sides — making healthy foods
more available, affordable, and desirable, while
curbing the spread of unhealthy food consumption.
Governments, civil society, and the private sector
must collaborate to build food environments that
support healthier choices and sustainable produc-
tion, and legislation and regulation will be crucial
ingredients for change.

Bold, coordinated efforts can fuel a South
Asian movement toward a future where nutri-
tious, culturally appropriate, and climate-resilient
diets produced in sustainable agrifood production
systems are within reach for all.



This report presents clear, actionable insights for policymakers seeking to address affordability, dietary quality, and climate vulnerability
across South Asia’s agrifood systems. Its findings underscore the need for coordinated multisectoral strategies. CIMMYT remains committed
to supporting evidence-based interventions that strengthen resilience, improve nutrition, and enhance systemwide performance.

Bram Govaerts
Director General
International Maize and Wheat Improvement Center (CIMMYT)

IIDS is proud to have been a core partner in the food systems survey from Nepal and neighboring countries that supports
several chapters of this report. The findings show clear commonalities across Bangladesh, India, and Nepal in diets,
food environments, and climate risks, yet also point to Nepal-specific challenges in affordability, market connectivity,
and adaptation. Such locally grounded evidence is critical for informed policymaking in Nepal’s agrifood sector.

Biswash Gauchan
Executive Director
Institute for Integrated Development Studies (11DS)

ACIAR has long supported research on food systems in South Asia, including the TAFSSA work that enabled this report’s high-
resolution insights. | especially appreciate the insights in the report and its attention to women and youth — groups often missing
in food systems evidence — and its focus on climate adaptation, both core themes of ACIAR’s strategic priorities in the region.

Pratibha Singh
Regional Manager, South Asia
Australian Centre for International Agricultural Research

Transforming South Asia’s agrifood system requires making healthy diets more affordable, nutrient-rich, and climate-resilient. By
fostering integrated, resilient food systems backed by sound policies and robust research, the region can close nutritional gaps,
strengthen production-consumption links, and ensure sustainable, equitable access to diverse, safe, and nutritious foods for everyone.

Nazma Shaheen
Professor
Institute of Nutrition and Food Science, University of Dhaka

The agrifood system in South Asia is transforming, creating opportunities to scale solutions for sustainable, healthy diets. In Bangladesh,
strong collaboration between the government and CGIAR partners supports climate-smart agriculture, nutrition-sensitive value chains,
and evidence-based policies. These joint actions aim to enhance food security, dietary diversity, and overall system resilience.

Mostafa Faruq Al Banna
Research Director
Food Planning and Monitoring Unit (FPMU), Ministry of Food, Bangladesh

We cannot wait for perfect data to build healthier food systems. What we need is a commitment to act on the best evidence
we have today, and the humility to refine our approach as new insights emerge. This report offers a clear direction for
redesigning food environments and reminds us that systems must remain adaptive to drive real transformation.

Soumya Swaminathan
Chair
MS Swaminathan Research Foundation (MSSRF)



Sustained economic and agricultural growth has eased calorie shortages in South Asia, yet undernutrition and poor-quality diets
persist, revealing deeper structural challenges in our food systems. Addressing these requires high-resolution, disaggregated
data to guide actionable policies for healthier, resilient food systems. This report is an important contribution towards that.

Shahidur Rasid
Director, South Asia
International Food Policy Research Institute (IFPRI)

Dietary patterns change rapidly in a developing world, and while data from South Asia are limited, available evidence shows only
modest improvements in the consumption of healthy diets. This is deeply concerning as it threatens both human and planetary
health, and calls for immediate action! This publication, grounded in extensive research, outlines priority policy actions that
should be embedded in agrifood system transformation efforts in South Asia and supported by the CGIAR research portfolio.

Inge D. Brouwer
Director
CGIAR Science Program Better Diets and Nutrition

South Asia’s agrifood systems face unprecedented challenges, but also immense opportunities. By harnessing
robust evidence and fostering strong partnerships, we can catalyze transformative change, ensuring healthy,
affordable diets and sustainable food production for all. This report charts a path forward, using evidence to identify
recommendations for policies to build resilient, equitable, and nutrition-sensitive food systems across the region.

Mark Smith
Director General
International Water Management Institute (IWMI)

This comprehensive report charts a clear path to scaling agrifood systems solutions that tackle the coinciding nutrition and sustainability
challenges affecting millions in South Asia. Backed by rigorous evidence produced with an adept set of partners, the editors and
authors provide must-read lessons for anyone engaging in research, practice, and policy aimed at sustainable healthy diets.

Johan Swinnen
Director General
International Food Policy Research Institute (IFPRI)

This report reinforces our shared vision for a nutrition-secure South Asia. By acknowledging the critical role of rice
along the continuum from production to consumption, it underscores the potential of science and innovation to bring
about meaningful change. IRRI is proud to contribute to this effort through its research on one of the region’s dominant
staple cereals and on local food environments and fully supports the publication and impact of this report

Yvonne Pinto
Director General
International Rice Research Institute

This report brings together evidence from across the food system — from consumers and food environments
to markets, production, and policy. Understanding these interconnected drivers of poor diets is essential for
designing solutions that translate to better health and nutrition outcomes for people across South Asia.

Deanna Olney
Director, Nutrition, Diets, and Health
International Food Policy Research Institute



	Editors’ Note
	Overview
	Agrifood Systems Transformation in South Asia
	An Agenda for Impact and Learning at Scale
	Purnima Menon and Timothy Krupnik



	Chapter 1
	What Are People Eating in South Asia?
	Samuel Scott, Rasmi Avula, Aklima Parvin, and Malay Kanti Mridha


	Chapter 2
	Consumption of Foods High in Fats, Salt, and Sugar in India
	Prevalence, Patterns, and Policy Imperatives
	Avinash Kishore and Suman Chakrabarti



	Chapter 3
	The (un)Affordability of Healthy Diets in South Asia and the Implications for Nutrition-Sensitive Food Policies
	Derek Headey and Kalyani Raghunathan


	Chapter 4
	Food Environments and Behavioral Drivers of Food Choice in South Asia
	Suman Chakrabarti, Alka Chauhan, Sharvari Patwardhan, and William Joe


	Chapter 5
	Evolving Rural Food Environments in South Asia
	The Role of Processed Foods, Traditional Markets, and Marketing Influences
	Afrin Zainab Bi, Samira Choudhury, A.N.M. Faijul Kabir, Kranthi Kumar Challa, Pavan Kumar Yeggina,  Amit Srivastava, and Prakashan Chellattan Veettil



	Chapter 6
	More Land, More Diverse Diets?
	Exploring Production and Consumption Trade-Offs in the Eastern Indo-Gangetic Plains
	Sreejith Aravindakshan, Alison Laing, Mustafa Kamal, Saral Karki, Ravi Nandi, Pankaj Koirala, Pushpa Poudel, Palash Sarker, Md Abu Sayem, and Timothy J. Krupnik



	Chapter 7 
	Farming Households’ Adaptation to Climatic Shocks in South Asia
	A Food Systems Perspective
	Shreya Chakraborty and Anurag Banerjee



	Chapter 8
	Gender Roles in South Asian Food Systems
	Neha Kumar, Swetha Manohar, Agnes Quisumbing, Archis Banerjee, and Uma Koirala


	Chapter 9
	Adolescents in South Asian Agrifood Systems
	Roles and Aspirations
	Samuel Scott, Suman Chakrabarti, Sharvari Patwardhan, Rohini Mukherjee, and Radhika Yelkur



	Chapter 10
	Social Safety Nets for a Nutrition-Sensitive Food System in South Asia
	Lessons from India
	Andaleeb Rahman



	Chapter 11
	India’s Agrifood System
	Structural Features and Policy Priorities 
	Barun Deb Pal, Karl Pauw, and Seema Bathla



	Table 2.1 Weekly consumption patterns of HFSS foods compared to healthy options: Household penetration and per capita expenditure
	Table 2.2 Percentage change in expenditure on fresh fruits, vegetables, and foods high in fat salt, and sugar from 1% increase in total household expenditure per capita
	Table 3.1. The costs of a “global healthy diet” and its six food group components in seven South Asian countries in 2021
	Table 3.2. The cost and affordability of a “global healthy diet” in six South Asian countries in 2022
	Table 5.1 Types of food outlets and food items sold
	Table 6.1 Land ownership and use by landholding category in EIGP, mean ± SD (pooled data)
	Table 10.1 Flagship social safety nets across South Asian nations
	Table 10.2 India’s flagship social safety nets: Impacts and challenges
	Table 11.1 Decomposing gross value added across India and state groups,  2017/18
	Table 11.2 Structure of agrifood systems in Odisha and India
	Figure 1.1 Percentage of women and men who consumed healthy (circles) and unhealthy (triangles) foods in past 24 hours in six South Asian countries
	Figure 1.2 Percentage of adolescent females (F) and males (M) who consumed different types of unhealthy foods in the past week
	Figure 2.1 Share of different food groups in total household food expenditure in rural and urban India, 2023/24
	Figure 2.2 Share of HFSS foods in total food budgets across quintiles of monthly per capita consumption expenditure
	Figure 2.3 Share of bottom and top deciles in aggregate expenditure on different types of HFSS foods in India
	Figure 2.4 State-level variation in per capita weekly expenditure (rupees) on HFSS foods, rural and urban
	Figure 2.5 Income, urban living, and digital access drive HFSS spending: Correlates of household expenditure on HFSS foods
	Figure 3.1. Trends in the food CPI and the cost of a healthy diet in urban India, 2018–2023
	Figure 3.2. Trends in real wages of male and female workers of different skill levels during Sri Lanka’s economic crisis deflated by healthy foods consumer price index 
	Figure 4.1 Percentage of respondents who agreed with statements about perceptions on individual-level food choice drivers
	Figure 4.2 OLS estimates for consumption in the last seven days against perceptions of affordability, accessibility, availability, and desirability
	Figure 4.3 External food environment indicators 
	Figure 4.4 Exposure to advertisements and online food purchases
	Figure 5.1 Number of shops of different types at the village level in each study district
	Figure 5.2 Availability of food items in open-air markets and retail shops in Nalanda (India), Rajshahi (Bangladesh), and Rangpur (Bangladesh) districts
	Figure 5.3 Store-level healthy and unhealthy food availability indices, means across rural Bangladesh and India
	Figure 5.4 Percentage who saw/heard any advertisement for different unhealthy foods or packaged drinks in the past 30 days 
	Figure 6.1 Landholding status by district in the EIGP, share of households
	Figure 6.2 Seasonal crop diversity by landholding class in the EIGP, share of farmers cultivating 1, 2, and 3 crops
	Figure 6.3 Coefficient estimates of cereal and tuber productivity across the EIGP
	Figure 6.4 Use of crops, livestock, and fish products by landless households in EIGP (%)
	Figure 6.5. Use of crops, livestock, and fish products by small landholding households in EIGP (%)
	Figure 6.6 Use of crops, livestock, and fish products by large landholding households in EIGP (%)
	Figure 6.7 Relationship between production diversity and diet quality across landholding classes in EIGP, with color-coded health risk levels
	Figure 7.1 Types of impacts of climate shocks over last two years reported by survey households in South Asia
	Figure 7.2 Adaptive and coping strategies adopted by survey households in South Asia
	Figure 7.3 Dependence on different levels of adaptation strategies by land size categories (quartiles) of households
	Figure 7.4 Five types of capital relevant for building adaptive capacities in South Asia
	Figure 8.1 Framework reflecting gendered food systems
	Figure 8.2 Gender distribution of household tasks across Bangladesh, India, and Nepal by task type
	Figure 9.1 Task responsibilities of adolescents in Bangladesh in households with and without adult males
	Figure 10.1 Expenditure and coverage of social assistance programs across South Asia
	Figure 10.2 Conceptualization of social safety nets over the life cycle
	Figure 11.1 Share of off-farm components in total off-farm agrifood system GDP across state groups (%)
	Figure 11.2 Comparison of agrifood systems in Odisha and India 
	Figure 11.3 Impact of value chain growth on individual development outcomes
	Figure 11.4 Ranking of value chains, based on combined development outcomes
	Box 4.1 Why study food environments in South Asia?
	Box 4.2 Food environments in Sri Lanka from a FRESH perspective
	Box 5.1 Association of food availability indices with village characteristics
	Box 9.1 A case from Bangladesh: Empowering youth and transforming Bangladesh’s food systems through collective action
	Box 10.1 IFPRI’s role in strengthening social protection in Bangladesh

