
De spite be ing a slow-mov ing dis as ter, famine is no to ri ously di�  cult to pre dict.

The rea son, ex perts say, is that se vere food short ages are hardly ever about sup ply alone.
A famine might be trig gered by drought or some other cli matic in ter fer ence in crop pro -
duc tion, but other pow er ful forces usu ally bring the scourge to full bloom: food price in �a -
tion, po lit i cal in sta bil ity, mil i tary con �ict and too much rain.
“The root cause of famine is ex tremely com plex,” said Franck Bous quet, se nior di rec tor of
the World Bank Fragility, Con �ict and Vi o lence Group (FCV). “Usu ally, the poor est and
most vul ner a ble are the most a� ected and the least able to cope with shocks that other
pop u la tions can ab sorb. Out of the last 10 ma jor famines, nine have re sulted from con �ict
and war.”
“It’s not only about drought,” he added.
A year af ter se vere food short ages threat ened more than 20 mil lion peo ple in coun tries
such as South Su dan, Afghanistan, So ma lia and Yemen, a coali tion of in ter na tional or ga ni -
za tions say they are part ner ing with tech com pa nies in an e� ort to pre vent fu ture famines
us ing tech nol ogy.
The coali tion — which in cludes the World Bank, the United Na tions and the In ter na tional
Com mit tee of the Red Cross, as well as com pa nies such as Mi crosoft, Google and Ama -
zon.com — said Sun day it is launch ing a tool called the Famine Ac tion Mech a nism (FAM),
an evolv ing al go rithm that will use an a lyt ics to iden tify ar eas that are most likely to ex pe -
ri ence ex treme food short ages.
Mod el ing such prob a bil i ties us ing ar ti � cial in tel li gence, o�  cials in volved in the e� ort say,
could help in ter na tional or ga ni za tions with one of the their big gest chal lenges when it
comes to avoid ing famine: se cur ing the re lease of fund ing to at-risk ar eas be fore it’s too
late.
The United Na tions says a re gion reaches the con di tions known as famine when the daily
hunger-re lated death rate ex ceeds 2 per 10,000 peo ple. This year, an es ti mated 124 mil lion
peo ple in 51 coun tries are fac ing se vere food in se cu rity, ac cord ing to the World Food Pro -
gram.
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World Bank o�  cials said the idea for FAM arose last year, when they met with their coun -
ter parts in the United Na tions to eval u ate their re sponse to a re cent food cri sis in So ma lia.
Al though they had re sponded to the cri sis quickly, they said, they de cided to de velop an
ear ly warn ing sys tem to se cure fund ing as quickly as pos si ble. This bu reau cratic string-
pulling, which is highly de pen dent upon ac cu rately fore cast ing a po ten tial cri sis, is of ten
the � nal hur dle to sav ing lives, ex perts say.
Brad Smith, pres i dent of Mi crosoft, said AI could play a sig ni�  cant role in chang ing that.
“If we can bet ter pre dict when and where fu ture famines will oc cur, we can save lives by
re spond ing ear lier and more e� ec tively,” he said. “Ar ti � cial in tel li gence and ma chine
learn ing hold huge prom ise for fore cast ing and de tect ing early signs of food short ages like
crop fail ures, droughts, nat u ral dis as ters and con �icts.”
Ed Hsu, se nior ad viser to the pres i dent of the World Bank, said in ter na tional lead ers de -
cided to en list the help of tech nol o gists be cause of their abil ity to take chal lenges and look
at them in new ways. As ad vance ments in con nec tiv ity un leash pow er ful streams of new
data, he said, o�  cials won dered how that in for ma tion might be used to an a lyze food
crises.
“Can we use new in for ma tion from satel lite im agery or so cial me dia to an a lyze this prob -
lem of famine and look at it in a new way?” Hsu said. “That’s why we thought to ask the
top ar ti � cial in tel li gence ex perts in the world to sup port us in our e� orts.”
Famine pre dic tion is al ready some thing of a science. The Famine Early Warn ing Sys tems
Net work — a USAID pro gram started in 1985 — keeps an up dated list of global ar eas of
high est con cern, fac tor ing in vari ables as di verse as rain fall to tals and agri cul tural prices
to ter ror ism and up com ing po lit i cal elec tions.
And yet, fore cast ers say, there has never been a “qual i ta tive mod el ing process,” a math e -
mat i cal for mula that would help ex perts “cal cu late” food se cu rity, ac cord ing to the At -
lantic. They also lack the abil ity to eval u ate hunger lev els in a given lo ca tion in real time,
forc ing an or ga ni za tion such as the Famine Early Warn ing Sys tems Net work to gather
much of its data in per son through the e� orts of hun dreds of em ploy ees.
FAM — which launches next month in a small num ber of coun tries — will at tempt to dig i -
tize those de ci sions us ing a suite of an a lyt i cal mod els known as “Artemis,” World Bank
o�  cials said. The mod els will cre ate alerts that “trig ger pre ar ranged fund ing and ac tion
plans by donors, hu man i tar ian agen cies and gov ern ments to gen er ate ear lier and more ef -
� cient in ter ven tions,” the World Bank said in a state ment.
World Bank o�  cials said it will take time to tai lor the mod els, which will rely on ma chine
learn ing, to re gions around the world, each of which has unique vulnerabilities to famine.
O�  cials say that early in ter ven tions re duce hu man i tar ian costs by as much as 30 per cent.
“The fact that mil lions of peo ple — many of them chil dren — still su� er from se vere mal -
nu tri tion and famine in the 21st cen tury is a global tragedy,” World Bank Group Pres i dent
Jim Yong Kim said in a state ment. “We are form ing an un prece dented global coali tion to
say, ‘no more.’ The Famine Ac tion Mech a nism is a pre ven tive ap proach that knits to gether
in no va tive tech nol ogy, early � nanc ing, and strong part ner ships on the ground in an e� ort
to pre vent famine.”


