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Food security is one of those rich terms that is understood in different ways in different contexts. Globally, the dominant understanding is that adopted in the Plan of Action that emerged out of the World Food Summit of 1996:

Food security exists when all people, at all times, have physical, social and economic access to sufficient, safe and nutritious food to meet their dietary needs and food preferences for an active and healthy life (Food and Agriculture Organization 1996, para. 1).
Every year, the FAO publishes an overview of the extent of food insecurity in the world (Food and Agriculture Organization, 2004). The FAO speaks about food security in terms of the risk of going hungry, especially as that risk is faced by poor people. 
One can also talk about the food security of middle-class people, that is, people who normally have enough money for adequate food. They may be concerned about possibly having to go hungry if there is a disruption of the food supply. The Food and Drug Administration in the United States, for example, speaks of protecting the nation’s food supply as a matter of food security (FDA News 2003). Many countries, rich and poor, insist on producing their own food as much as they can, in the belief that they cannot always rely on others to supply them, especially in times of stress such as warfare or natural disasters. Others feel they get sufficient security by importing their food from diverse sources.

Some countries may regard their overall food supply as reasonably secure, but worry about the supply of selected important products. For example, some countries that consume large quantities of rice insist on producing their own, even though that means it is more costly for them.

There are food security concerns that have nothing to do with the risk of going hungry. Many people are concerned about food safety. For them, food security is not so much about the disappearance of the supply as it is about its possible contamination. This contamination may be an accidental or natural phenomenon, as in the case of E. coli contamination of meats. Or the fear may be about the possibility of intentional poisoning of the food system by criminals or terrorists (World Health Organization 2002).
While food safety specialists give a great deal of attention to contaminants, there are other kinds of quality issues, such as quality and freshness. Often food may be of lower quality, but still not dangerous, as in the case of stale bread, for example. In many cases the nutrient value of foods deteriorates over time. In most situations this may not be important, but in some, such as the use of infant formula, it may matter a great deal. Many people view the genetic modification of foods as a threat to the food supply.
Food security is about the quantity and quality of food. It should be distinguished from nutrition security, which as been defined as the "appropriate quantity and combination of inputs such as food, nutrition and health services, and caretaker’s time needed to ensure an active and healthy life (Haddad, Kennedy, and Sullivan 1994)."

Nutrition depends not only on suitable food but also on good basic health services and, particularly for children and the elderly, adequate care. Malnutrition generally is associated with diets of poor quality, but often disease is a major factor as well. When there is a fundamental inadequacy in the quantity of food, particularly energy supplies, there is undernutrition. Undernutrition generally results not from a lack of food in the community but from the skewed distribution of the food that is available. That skew results because some people are too poor or too powerless to make an adequate claim on the food that is available. 

There are many different dimensions of human security. Food security is one component of nutrition security, together with health security and care security. Nutrition security, in turn, is one component of the broader concept of livelihood security:

. . . livelihoods can be seen to consist of a range of on-farm and off-farm activities that together provide a variety of procurement strategies for food and cash. Thus, each household can have several possible sources of entitlement which constitute its livelihood. These entitlements are based on a household's endowments, and its position in the legal, political, and social fabric of society . . . (Frankenberger and McCaston 1999, 206).

Food security and nutrition security are different. The FAO's Sixth World Food Survey (Food an Agriculture Organization 1997) showed that while food inadequacy is more prevalent in sub-Saharan Africa than in South Asia, the incidence of malnutrition (or, more precisely, undernutrition) based on anthropometric measures is higher in South Asia. Apparently the discrepancy is largely due to differences in disease patterns. Most life-threatening malnutrition occurs among children, but children do not require very large amounts of food. There can be widespread malnutrition in a population even while food security measures indicate the food situation is relatively good. Millions of children worldwide die each year as a result of diarrhea, for example, but this has little to do with the level of food supply in their communities or even in their households.

In its most general form, security means freedom from fear of harm. Particular kinds of security refer to freedom from fear of particular kinds of harms. Thus, physical security refers to freedom from fear of physical harm, environmental security means freedom from fear of environmental harm, and so on. We have spoken about various dimensions of human security, including the fear of succumbing to ill health and the fear of not getting adequate care.
By this understanding, security refers to anticipated conditions. It is different from status, which is about current conditions.
In its annual reports on Food Insecurity in the World, the FAO’s main focus is on current conditions. It would be clearer if FAO used the term food inadequacy, rather than food insecurity, to describe currently inadequate food supplies. The FAO actually describes food status at a given time. Food security is about conditions that are anticipated from any given moment in time.

Nutrition status, as an outcome, results not only from the quality of food but also from the qualities of care and health services, as inputs. Food status is one major factor determining nutrition status. The other two major factors are care and health services. Thus, we can say that nutrition status depends on food status, care status, and health status. And similarly, we can also say that nutrition security depends on food security, care security, and health security.

The distinction between nutrition status and nutrition security is useful when assessing different kinds of interventions intended to respond to nutrition problems. Straightforward feeding programs may be helpful in improving people's current nutrition status. However, they do nothing to improve their nutrition security. Such interventions respond to symptoms, and not to the underlying sources of the problem. Indeed, if people come to depend on such feeding programs, these programs may in fact weaken their nutrition security. In a perverse way, feeding programs, responding only to symptoms, may actually help to sustain problems, rather than end them. You don’t solve the hunger problem by feeding people.

Improving nutrition security would require introducing some sort of change in the local social and institutional arrangements, or training or tools or some other resources that could change things over the long run. Nutrition interventions should be assessed not so much on the basis of their immediate impact but on the impacts they are likely to have over the long run, long after the interventions have ended.

The difference between nutrition status and nutrition security may seem slight. The significance is that the security concept takes account of the institutional measures that come into play. To draw an analogy, if you have washed up on a desert island and just eaten your last can of beans, your nutrition status may be alright, but your nutrition security is bleak.

When talking about food security, we should be clear about which aspect of it is under discussion. People may have safe food, for example, but that doesn’t necessarily mean they have enough food, or good food, and it doesn’t mean they will have food tomorrow. It is important to know what is being discussed, and also what is being ignored.
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