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EDITORIAL

HIGHLIGHTS

This Bulletin is supported by:

The Arab Fund for Economic and Social 
Development

The Palestine Economic Policy Research Institute (MAS) is pleased to launch the tenth 
edition of the semiannual Food Security Bulletin. Food insecurity remained a major 
problem in Palestine in 2013 as a third of Palestinian households remained food insecure. 
While the proportion of food secure households rose significantly to 35% from 24% in 
2012, this happened as marginally food insecure households became food secure, which 
signifies only a minor improvement in their status. The alarming differences in food 
insecurity across regions persisted as food insecurity is three times more widely spread in 
the Gaza Strip (at 57%) than in the West Bank (at 19%). The disturbingly high occurrence 
of food insecurity in the Gaza Strip in 2013 is especially worrisome as the publication of 
this Bulletin comes in the wake of the announcement of a ceasefire after a fifty-day Israeli 
war on Gaza, which has caused over 12,000 deaths and injuries, many of which with 
life-long disabilities, and has wreaked unprecedented destruction of economic assets and 
homes, leaving thousands of families homeless and without resources. Although there 
is yet no final evaluation of the losses and destruction caused by this war, all accounts 
refer to a traumatic economic and social impact of the war on the Gaza population. It is 
therefore reasonable to expect that the food security situation there, especially prior to 
relief efforts, will deteriorate significantly for the year 2014.

This issue of the Bulletin further highlights the importance of food security in the Arab 
region. The Literature Review section of the edition looks at an article recently published 
in Food Policy, which investigates the causes of political and social unrest in the Arab 
world. The authors show that while in line with other parts of the world economic and 
social indicators, such as economic growth, male youth unemployment, and governance 
matter, food insecurity emerges as the single most important determinant of internal 
conflict in the Arab countries.

*  Whereas the level of food insecurity remained relatively unchanged from 2012 at 33%, food 
security in Palestine improved significantly to 35% in 2013, from 24% in 2012;

*  Food prices declined by 4.74% in the first five months of the year, a more substantial drop than 
in the overall consumer price index for the same period. The major changes in basic food item 
prices happened in rice (+24.10%), chicken eggs (-19.54%),  and fresh chicken (-11.38%);

*  2013 was a relatively bad year for olive farming in Palestine as only 66,000 tons of olives were 
pressed. This quantity amounts to about two-thirds of the 2012 harvest. A total of 17,600 tons 
of olive oil were produced, which accounts for an extraction rate of 27%, the highest in the past 
decade;

*  The FAO “Programme Framework West Bank & Gaza Strip 2014-2016” targets a total of 
65,000 agriculture-dependent households in Palestine. The program has been set to address 
both the humanitarian and development needs of Palestinian farmers and herders;

*  The FAO global food price index went up in the first couple of months of 2014, after which 
it took a downward path in April and May. The prices of the main food commodities did not 
follow a single path in the global market.
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DEFINITIONS
Food Security: The World Food Summit (1996) defines food security 
as a general state “When all people at all times have both physical and 
economic access to sufficient food to meet their dietary needs for a pro-
ductive and healthy life”. Four elements coexist in this definition:

*  Food availability – whether produced locally or imported.
*  Food accessibility – where all individuals have access to adequate 

resources to meet appropriate dietary needs.
*  Food stability – where access to adequate food is permanently se-

cured, with no risk of shocks.
*  Food utilisation – the consumption of food with adequate sanitation, 

clean water and where health care is provided.

Food Security in Palestine: The Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics 
(PCBS), the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), the United Na-
tions Relief and Works Agency for the Near East (UNRWA). and the 
World Food Programme (WFP) divide Palestinians families into four 
categories with respect to food security (2012):

*  Food secure:  Households with income and consumption above 
$7.07/adult  equivalent/day.

*  Marginally secure: Households with either income or consumption 
(not both) above $7.07/ adult equivalent/day.

*  Vulnerable to food insecurity: Households with both income and 
consumption below $7.07/adult equivalent/day.

*  Food insecure: Households with income and consumption below 
$5.65/adult  quivalent/day.

Note: Food security or poverty are measured based on household con-
sumption or income. Usually, household consumption is higher than 
household income due to the foreign assistance provided to needy 
families and the coping mechanisms adopted (such as self-production 
of food).

Poverty in Palestine: The PCBS defines poverty using the budget of a 
standard household, (five members: two adults and three children). There 
are two poverty lines: 

Deep Poverty Line: A standard household with a monthly budget below 
NIS 1,832 (2011) covering: food, clothing, and housing costs.

Poverty Line: A standard household with a monthly budget below NIS 
2,293 (2011) covering: food, clothing, housing, health care, education, 
transportation and housekeeping supplies.

Consumer Price Index (CPI): CPI is mostly used as a tool for meas-
uring inflation and increases in the cost of living. It is calculated by 
taking price changes for the items in a predetermined basket of goods 
and averaging them. There are 568 items (goods and services) used 
in calculating Palestinian CPI and the items are weighed according to 
their importance. Food weighs around 40% of the total CPI, transport 
and communication around 12.7%, and textiles, clothing and footwear 
around 10%.

Standard of Living: This is defined as a household’s food consumption 
relative to its total consumption. The PCBS has divided Standard of Liv-
ing into three categories:

* Higher Standard of Living: food consumption to total consumption is 
less than 30%.

* Middle Standard of Living: food consumption to total consumption 
is between 30 - 44%.

* Lower Standard of Living: food consumption to total consumption is 
between 45-100%.

Global Hunger Index (GHI): The GHI measures hunger and malnutri-
tion with three equally weighted indicators: proportion of undernourished 
as a percentage of the population, prevalence of underweight children 
under the age of five, and mortality rate of children under five years. The 
index ranks countries on a 100-point scale. Less than 4.9 reflects ‘low 
hunger’, 5-9.9 is ‘moderate’, 10–19.9 is ‘serious’, 20–29.9 is ‘alarming’ 
and more than 30 is ‘extremely alarming’ (International Food Policy 
Research Institute- IFPRI 2010).

Undernourishment: FAO defines undernourishment as lacking enough 
food to meet the minimum daily energy requirement. FAO measures 
the number of undernourished people by calculatng the total amount of 
food in a country from national Food Balance Sheets (FBS), converting 
the food to its calorie equivalents, and accounting for inequality in food 
distribution using a coefficient of variation (CV) based on a household 
survey from the country or, if no such data are available, from neighbor-
ing countries.

FAO Food Price Index (FFPI): The FFPI represents international 
prices of food commodities. It is calculated by taking the average of 
six commodity group price indices (meat, dairy, cereals, oils, fats, and 
sugar). The indices are weighted with their average export shares.

Millennium Development Goals (MDGs): In the year 2000, the UN, 
G8, and other international organizations adopted a set of eight develop-
ment goals (18 targets) to be achieved by 2015. Goal 1 has three targets: 
to halve between 1990 and 2015 the proportion of people whose income 
is less than $1 per-day, to achieve full and productive employment and 
decent work for all, including women and young people, and to halve 
between 1990 and 2015 the proportion of people suffering from hunger.

Human Development Index (HDI): The HDI is a composite index with 
the following sub-indices: life expectancy at birth, educational attainment 
(mean years of schooling and expected years of schooling), and standard 
of living (measured by real GNI per capita). The index ranges between 0 
and 1. In 2010, Norway had the highest value (0.938) and Zimbabwe, the 
lowest (0.140). Palestine has not been include on the ranking list.

Consolidated Appeal Process (CAP): Every year a number of aid 
organizations, including UN institutions and other NGOs, jointly 
plan, coordinate, implement and monitor their response to emer-
gencies and appeal for funds together rather than competitively. 
This process is called the Consolidated Appeals Process (CAP). 
The total financial requirements of the CAP in Palestine for the 
year 2013 amounted more than $374 million dollars to implement 
144 emergency program.
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Food Security Updates in Palestine

Recently the Palestinian Central Bureau of 
Statistics (PCBS), the Food and Agriculture 
Organization (FAO), the United Nations Relief 
and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in 
the Near East (UNRWA) and the World Food 
Programme (WFP) have published an update on 
the levels of food security and food insecurity in 
the State of Palestine for the year 2013.(1) This 
is the fifth consecutive year in which the PCBS, 
relevant UN agencies and the food security sector 
in Palestine join efforts to conduct a survey on 
the levels of and trends in Palestinian households’ 
access to food. Once again the data for the West 
Bank exclude occupied East Jerusalem

Food insecurity remained high throughout the 
State of Palestine: a third of households were food 
insecure in 2013, which means that a total of 1.6 
million Palestinians did not have constant access 
to sufficient food resources to meet their dietary 
needs for a productive and healthy life. As Figure 
1 below shows, this marked a one-percentage-
point improvement since 2012. While the years 
between 2009 and 2011 witnessed a significant 
decline in the level of food insecurity from 36% 
to 27% respectively, 2012 constituted a reversal 
in this positive trend as food insecurity climbed 
back to 34%. In 2013 food insecurity stagnated 
at about this high level.

On a brighter note, whereas food insecurity 
remained largely unchanged from the previous 
year, 2013 experienced a major increase in 
the proportion of food secure households in 
Palestine. As many as 35% of Palestinian 
households, up from 24% in 2012, enjoyed food 
security in 2013. This figure is nearly as high 
as the 37% in 2011, the peak in food security 
in Palestine. The polarization in households’ 
socio-economic conditions (the majority of 

Figure 1: Household Food Security Levels in Palestine, 2009-2013

Source: PCBS, FAO, UNRWA and WFP, 2014.

���� ���� ���� ���� ����

��� ���
���

��� ���

��� ���
���

��� ���

��� ���
���

���
���

��� ��� ���
���

���

������������� ����������������������������� ������������������������ �����������

households’ being either food secure or food 
insecure) means that fewer households were left 
in the middle two categories: vulnerable to food 
insecurity and marginally food insecure.

The high rate of poverty exacerbated by the 
high unemployment rate, which reached 23.4% 
in 2013 (PCBS data), (2) was the main driver 
of food insecurity in Palestine according to the 
food security sector. The ongoing Israeli denial 
of Palestinians’ access to most of their natural 
and economic resources in the so-called Area 
“C”, East Jerusalem, the Jordan Valley and the 
Dead Sea, in addition to the continuing blockade 
on the Gaza Strip, have led to the dire economic 
situation. The high food prices meant that while 
food was available in the market, the cost was 
prohibitive. Thus, households had to limit the 
variety and nutritional value of their diet.

While food insecurity stayed high, the funding 
for related UN critical programs such as food, 
agriculture and cash for work from international 
sources continued dropping. As previous rounds 
of the Socio-Economic and Food Security 
Survey have demonstrated, assistance plays 
a crucial role in decreasing food insecurity 
in Palestine and in supporting households’ 
steadfastness in the face of high food prices and 
prevalent unemployment. However, assistance 
has already been reduced due to the decline in 
funding, and further reductions are expected.

Regional Disparities
The significant disparity in the food insecurity 
levels in the two regions of Palestine persisted 
last year as well. The major difference in food 
insecurity between the West Bank (19%) 
and the Gaza Strip (57%) amounted to 38 

percentage points. Importantly, the levels in 
both areas were the same as in 2012. In the West 
Bank food insecurity remained below the 2009 
level of 22% (the first time that food security 
was measured in Palestine) but slightly above 
the lowest level of 17% achieved in 2011. 
However, the 2013 level in the Gaza Strip was 
significantly closer to the 2009 crest of 60% 
than the 2011 trough of 44%.

Varying factors affected food security. In the 
West Bank the low economic growth of 1.8% 
in 2013 (estimated by the IMF) (3) failed to 
contribute to a decrease in food insecurity there. 
Meanwhile, the unending blockade on the Gaza 
Strip continued suppressing the local economy 
and preventing the recovery of the productive 
sectors. The destruction of the trade tunnels 
between Egypt and the Gaza Strip, which started 
in 2012, further exacerbated the already dire 
economic situation in the Gaza Strip. The end 
of the tunnel trade meant that the cheap products 
imported from Egypt had to be replaced with 
higher-cost items brought in from Israel through 
the official crossings. Additionally, the decreased 
amount of available construction materials 
forced this important economic sector down. 
As a result, unemployment in the Gaza Strip 
reached 32.6% in 2013, which means that a total 
of 129 thousand Gazans were left unemployed. 
(4) These negative trends did not allow the food 
security situation in the Gaza Strip to improve.

Refugee Status
Refugee status was another important determinant 
of food security in addition to location. In the 
West Bank refugees faced a food insecurity 
rate of 20% compared to 19% for non-refugees 
residing in urban or rural areas. Nevertheless, 
West Bank refugees experienced an improvement 
of three percentage points from the previous year. 
Once again, in 2013 refugees in the Gaza Strip 
reported a lower food insecurity level (54%) than 
non-refugees (63%). This stark difference of nine 
percentage points resulted from the food and other 
assistance provided by the UN and other agencies 
to the population of the refugee camps.

1 http://www.pcbs.gov.ps/portals/_pcbs/PressRelease/Press_
En_FoodSecuir2014E.pdf

2 http://www.pcbs.gov.ps/Portals/_PCBS/Downloads/
Book2049.pdf

3 http://www.imf.org/external/country/WBG/RR/2014/
063014.pdf

4 http://www.pcbs.gov.ps/Portals/_PCBS/Downloads/
Book2049.pdf
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Food Prices in Palestine

Products Unit 
(Kg) January February March April May % Change 

(Jan-May)
Rice 25 103.38 107.42 117.96 125.87 128.29 24.10
White Flour 60 151.20 151.23 146.25 151.75 151.82 0.41
White Bread 1 3.83 3.84 3.87 3.86 3.86 0.77
Fresh Beef 1 47.30 47.42 48.39 47.56 47.45 0.31
Fresh Chicken 1 16.97 16.90 16.25 15.75 15.04 -11.38
3% Tnova Milk 1 7.54 7.51 7.58 7.51 7.51 -0.35
Chicken Eggs 1  Carton

/2 KG
18.36 18.10 16.80 15.57 14.77 --19.54

Olive Oil 1 28.04 27.61 28.16 28.15 28.41 1.32
Sugar “Crystal” 50 138.37 142.65 142.45 145.10 147.05 6.27

The food price index for the State of 
Palestine during the first five months 
of 2014 reveals a general decline in the 
prices of food and soft drinks. The year 
started with a 0.46% decrease in food 
prices in January, and this steady decline 
continued until March when the food price 
index amounted to 106.79 points (-0.50% 
from January 2014). This was followed by 
an even sharper decline of 1.87% between 
March and April, when the food price 
index reached 104.79 points. A 2.42% 
decrease followed in May. As Figure 2 
shows, overall, food and soft drinks prices 
fell by 4.74% and averaged 105.7 points 
between January and May of 2014.

The food price index for Palestine exposes 
clear disparities in the movement of food 
prices in East Jerusalem, the West Bank, 
and the Gaza Strip (the PCBS data for the 
West Bank do not include East Jerusalem). 
The overall decline in the prices of food 
and soft drinks during the aforementioned 
period was mainly the result of a decrease 
of 6.12% in the Gaza Strip and of 4.36% 
in the West Bank. Concurrently, food 
prices rose by 0.34% in East Jerusalem.

Prices of Basic Food Items

Table 1 shows the progression of the 
prices of some basic food items in 
Palestine during the first five months of 
2014. Although some of the food items 
decreased in price, the prices of most 
increased. The prices of fresh chicken 
and Tnova milk declined by 11.38% and 
0.35%, respectively; the prices of chicken 

eggs fell significantly – by 19.54%. Also 
significant, however, is the 24.1% rise 
in the price of rice whose index reached 
128.29 points in May, relative to 103.38 
points in January. The prices of the other 
basic food items increased to a much 
lesser extent: white flour (+ 0.41%), white 
bread (+ 0.77%), fresh beef (+ 0.31%), 
olive oil (+ 1.32%), and sugar “Crystal” 
(+ 6.27%).

Food Prices versus Prices of 
Other Consumer Goods

Figure 2 illustrates that between January 
and May of this year the food price index 
generally moved in the same direction as 
the consumer price index. Between De-
cember 2013 and January 2014, though, 
the two indices behaved differently; while 
the consumer price index increased from 
December of last year by 0.3%, the food 
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price index started the current year with a 
decline of 0.5%. Also worth noting is that 
the decline in the food price index between 
March and May of 2014 was much sharper 
than that in the consumer price index. This 
discrepancy can be explained by the fact 
that food and soft drink items constitute 
only about a third of the volume of the 
overall consumer price index.

Food Prices in Palestine versus 
Food Prices in the Global Market

Even though the majority of food and 
soft drink commodities in Palestine are 
imported, comparing the movement of 
world food prices using the Food and 
Agriculture Organization’s Food Price 
Index and the PCBS’s food price index for 
Palestine illuminates some disparities. As 
the above analysis revealed, food prices in 
Palestine followed a downward trend in 
the first five months of the current year. 
While this decline in Palestine coincided 
with similar behavior of world food prices 
in January, April, and May, it contrasted 
with the relatively sharp rise in world 
food prices in the months of February 
and March. Overall, by the end of May 
world food prices increased with a total 
of 0.97% compared with the end of 2013; 
during the same period Palestinian food 
prices fell by 5.17%.

Table 1: Prices of Basic Food Items in Palestine (NIS), 2014

Source: PCBS, Consumer Price Survey, 2014. Unpublished data.

Figure 2: Price Indices in Palestine (Base Year 2010=100)

Source: PCBS, 2014.
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The Olive Sector in Palestine: Current Status and Challenges
The olive sector is an important segment of 
Palestinian agriculture and contributor to food 
security. Because of its symbolic and productive 
value, the olive sector plays a role in the social and 
economic well-being of Palestinian households, 
especially in rural areas. However, due to the 
political context, Palestinian olive farming faces 
numerous obstacles which influence its productivity 
and its impact on food security.

Olive Farming
A report published in October 2013 by the Food 
Security Sector titled “The Olive Industry in the 
Occupied Palestinian Territory” summarizes the main 
characteristics of the olive sector in Palestine.  Around 
half of the cultivated land in Palestine is planted 
with eight million olive trees. The vast majority of 
these trees are in the West Bank. Most olive trees in 
Palestine are rain-fed, which makes olive farming 
highly dependent on the weather and vulnerable to 
droughts. While implementing appropriate irrigation 
practices can significantly improve the crop yield, 
Palestinian farmers lack the necessary water resources 
to engage in irrigation. As Israel denies Palestinians 
access to 80% of their water resources, olive farming 
bears a significant part of the burden.

Between 2003 and 2010, the olive oil industry 
accounted for a quarter of the agricultural income, 
including the value of the picked olives and 
the processed olive oil. The sector supports the 
livelihoods of nearly 100,000 households which 
include families who own land with olive trees and 
families who work in the olive sector during the 
annual harvest season.

Olive Presses
In 2013 there were a total of 299 olive presses in 
Palestine: 264 operational and 35 temporarily closed. 
Of those in operation, 230 were fully automatic and 
34 were half automatic or traditional. This means that 
olive pressing in Palestine has largely made a shift 
towards automatization and modernization. The 
number of operational olive presses had increased by 
49 presses, or 23%, since 2003. In 2013 most olive 
presses (244) were located in the West Bank, while 
only 20 were in the Gaza Strip.

Last year a total of nearly 66 thousand tons of olives 
were pressed, which amounted to two-thirds of the 
harvest in 2012. As Figure 3 above shows, the olive 
harvest in Palestine is cyclical, mostly owing to the 
fact that trees are not irrigated, which means that 
a good year is usually followed by a bad one. In a 
good year the harvest can reach up to 160 thousand 
tons (as in 2006), while in a bad year the collected 

olives can be as little as 20 thousand tons (as in 
2009).

The extraction rate (the proportion of olive oil 
extracted from the pressed olives) was close to 27% 
in 2013, the highest in the past decade. This means 
that a total of 17.6 thousand tons of olive oil was 
extracted by Palestinian presses. This is above the 
average for a bad year in the cycle. The production 
of olive oil has exceeded 34 thousand tons in a good 
year (in 2006) and has been as low as 4.8 thousand 
tons in a bad one (in 2009). As much as 92% of all 
olives were pressed in the West Bank, and 94% of 
the olive oil was produced there last year. Only 
about 5 thousand tons of olives were pressed in the 
Gaza Strip, yielding 1.1 thousand tons of oil.

Olive pressing activities employed 1,119 workers 
in 2013, about the average for the past decade. Of 
these, two-thirds were waged employees, while the 
rest were unpaid family members. Waged employees 
were compensated with a total of $0.7 million. Olive 
pressing contributed $6.5 million of value added; the 
intermediate consumption and output of olive presses 
were $2.1 million and $8.6 million respectively.

The local market remains the largest consumer of 
Palestinian olive oil. Local demand stands at about 
12 thousand tons per year even though average 
annual per capita consumption of Palestinian oil 
declined from 10 kg to 4 kg in the past 25 years. 
This drop was caused by several reasons, the most 
notable of which is substitution with more affordable 
products such as imported olive oil and domestic 
corn and sunflower oil. This is especially true in 
bad years when the prices of Palestinian olive oil 
can go very high. Naturally, the substitution by local 
consumers resulted, on average, in larger amounts of 
Palestinian olive oil available for export, and thus, 
the value of olive oil exports doubled between 2007 
and 2012 (latest available data from the PCBS) from 
$11.5 million to $23.0 million.

Challenges by the Occupation
Similar to any other economic activity, the Israeli 
occupation poses numerous obstacles to olive 
farming in Palestine. The fact that Palestinian 
farmers cannot irrigate their olive trees and increase 
their productivity due to the Israeli control over 
Palestinian water resources is just one example. 
Another important impediment is the lack of 
constant, unobstructed access to lands. Thousands 
of olive farmers in the West Bank cannot reach 
their lands planted with olive trees on regular basis 
because they are located behind the Separation Wall 
or near Israeli settlements. Thus, farmers need to 
seek special permits in order to be able to access 
their trees, which prevents them from exercising 
such practices as soil tillage and pruning of trees 
that increase the productivity of olive trees.

In addition, tens of thousands of trees have 
been uprooted in the process of constructing 
the Separation Wall since 2002. Trees are also 
frequently vandalized by Israeli settlers in the West 
Bank. In 2011-2012 more than 18,100 Palestinian-
owned trees, most of which were olive trees, were 
burned, uprooted, or otherwise vandalized by Israeli 
settlers according to UN OCHA reports. Another 
7,000 Palestinian-owned trees and saplings were 
damaged by settlers in the first half of 2013, UN 
OCHA data say. Furthermore, Palestinian olive 
farmers and their produce are victims of regular 
attacks by Israeli settlers at the time of harvest, 
ranging from prohibiting farmers’ access to their 
trees and harassment to stealing of olives and 
damaging and destroying trees. These acts are in 
direct violation of international humanitarian law 
and international human rights law, based on which 
Israel, as the occupying power, is obliged to ensure 
public order and safety and protect the civilian 
population and its property in the territory under its 
control from acts of violence by settlers.

Figure 3: Quantity of Pressed Olives and Extracted Olive Oil, 2003-2013

Source: PCBS.
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Assistance to Agriculture Dependent Households in Palestine 2014-2016

The Food and Agriculture Organization of the 
United Nations (FAO) is one of the main actors in 
the food security and agricultural assistance sectors 
in Palestine. Earlier this year FAO released its 
“Programme Framework West Bank & Gaza Strip 
2014-2016”, which provides a strategy to enhance 
sustainable socio-economic growth, resilience, and 
food security for the Palestinian population through 
the development of agriculture. FAO’s program for 
2014-2016 takes a dual-track approach addressing 
simultaneously humanitarian and developmental 
needs. These two priorities are reflected in two 
complimentary strategies: the Humanitarian 
Programme Cycle (HPC) and the United Nations 
Development Assistance Framework (UNDAF).

Overview of the Needs
In mid-2013 the Palestinian population reached 
4.4 million: 2.7 million in the West Bank and 1.7 
million in the Gaza Strip. The population growth 
rate is one of the highest in the region at 3.2%. The 
ongoing restrictions by the Government of Israel 
and the expanding Israeli settlements in the West 
Bank continue posing more and more obstacles 
to the development of the agricultural sector. As a 
result, the share of agriculture to Palestinian GDP 
decreased from 12% in 1995 to 4.9% in 2012. The 
main contributors to the sector are olives, irrigated 
vegetables, dates, citruses, and livestock. Irrigated 
high-value crops such as strawberries, cherry 
tomatoes, and fresh herbs play an increasingly 
significant role. According to PCBS estimates, 
there are currently about 146,000 Palestinian 
households dependent on agriculture.

According to FAO’s analysis, the humanitarian 
needs in Palestine are vulnerable to shocks which 
lead to the erosion of vital agricultural assets. 
Shocks can be political (the military conflict 
and the occupation’s demolition of agricultural 
assets), natural (winter storms), environmental 
(animal and horticultural diseases), and economic 
(volatility in agricultural output and global food 
prices). As a result of these shocks, the basic 
productive capacities in the agricultural sector 
have declined over time. For example, a total 
of 2.5 million Palestinian fruit trees have been 
uprooted since 1967; once the Separation Wall has 
been completed, as much as 10% of the West Bank 
land will be trapped on the other side; Palestinians 
have access to only 10% of the West Bank water 
resources; and the Gaza Strip’s fishing limit was 
decreased from 20 nautical miles to 6 nautical 
miles. Overall, the West Bank has lost $704 
million in agricultural revenue due to restrictions 

on access and building in the so-called Area 
“C”, and the agricultural sector productivity has 
declined by 20-30% since the enforcement of the 
dual-use items list. These negative trends threaten 
agricultural livelihoods as global experience 
shows that farmers, herders, and fishers who are no 
longer able to derive income from their traditional 
activities engage in new non-productive economic 
activities. The shift away from agriculture further 
supports the decapitalization of assets, which 
makes it highly improbably that people go back to 
these productive agricultural activities.

Simultaneously, FAO takes a look at the 
developmental needs of the Palestinian agricultural 
sector. The unfavorable business environment is 
the main reason for the dire situation of Palestinian 
agriculture, which in turn led to declining 
agricultural productivity, low competitiveness, and 
persistently high unemployment. While agriculture 
has a high potential to create jobs by focusing on 
strategic sub-sectors, Israeli restrictions prevent 
this job creation. For instance, full access to Area 
“C” alone would allow agriculture to increase 
nation-wide employment by 7%. The shrinking 
contribution of agriculture to GDP in recent years 
has been accompanied by a drop in agricultural 
wages, which further exacerbated the economic 
situation of agriculture-dependent households and 
their food security.

FAO’s Strategy 2014-2016

In line with global trends, FAO in Palestine pays 
special attention to the concept of resilience and the 
effect of shocks on the resilience of communities. 
FAO divides resilience in three groups: low, 
medium, and high. Low resilience groups have 
limited ability to cope with a crisis or a disaster and 
thus their recovery from such an event is inefficient 
and unsustainable. Expectedly, low resilience 
households are highly susceptible to poverty and 
food insecurity. In specific, 86% of Palestinian low 
resilience households rely on social assistance, and 
these households spend as much as 58% of their 
income on food. Thus, low resilience households 
are targeted under the first component of the current 
FAO program (response to shocks or humanitarian 
assistance), while medium and high resilience 
households are targeted under the second component 
(capacity development or development assistance).

In the preparation of its strategy for 2014-2016, 
FAO built its approach along a value chain model 
in order to help targeted groups from all resilience 
levels preserve their productive assets and access to 
inputs. Moreover, FAO’s interventions are planned 

to allow beneficiaries to regain their productive 
capacity, boost their competitiveness, and add 
value to their production.

The first component of the 2014-2016 program will 
target 37,000 low resilience agriculture-dependent 
households which need livelihoods support. In 
specific, the component will assist 4,000 herding 
households (2,500 in the West Bank and 1,500 in 
the Gaza Strip), 18,000 farming households (9,000 
in the West Bank and 9,000 in the Gaza Strip), and 
15,000 urban poor households in the Gaza Strip. 
An average low resilience herder owns 11 heads of 
livestock, earns an income below the deep poverty 
line, owns an average of three dunums of land, and 
suffers from frequent interruptions in the supply 
of electricity and water in addition to other types 
of shocks. An average low resilience farmer, on 
the other hand, plants 6-8 dunums of land with 
mostly rain-fed crops or olives, has limited access 
to agricultural tools and machines, earns 30% less 
income than his/her needs, has 2-3 income sources, 
and suffers from restrictions on movement. Finally, 
urban poor households with small food production 
units in the Gaza Strip are also covered in FAO’s 
program because of their low resilience, including 
in comparison with their counterparts from the 
West Bank. Out of the 15,000 targeted households, 
9,000 are female-headed because small-scale plant 
and animal production mostly targets women.

The second component of the 2014-2016 FAO 
program sets to help 28,000 medium and high 
resilience agriculture-dependent households 
with high potential to increase their commercial 
production. In specific, one way to improve their 
commercial production is to shift production towards 
high-value crops and food products for internal and 
external markets. In the three-year period, FAO will 
focus on 10,000 medium and high resilience herders 
(7,000 in the West Bank and 3,000 in the Gaza Strip) 
and 18,000 medium and high resilience farmers 
(11,000 in the West Bank and 7,000 in the Gaza 
Strip). A typical herder to be assisted is characterized 
by a moderate income which exceeds basic needs, 
five agricultural machines and tools, 40 heads of 
livestock, 8 dunums of land, moderate reliance on 
aid, and moderate financial stability. This group faces 
difficulties in accessing work, education and health 
services and suffers from water access disruptions. 
Meanwhile, a medium to high resilience farmer also 
has moderate income, 14 dunums of planted land, 
some access to irrigation, and three agricultural 
machines; his/her income is well diversified and 
he/she does not usually rely on aid. These farmers 
face only minor obstacles to access.
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World Food Prices
January 2014 continued the general 
downward trend in world food prices post-
April 2013, (5) as FAO’s World Food Price 
Index (FPI) fell by 1.60% between December 
2013 and January 2014. As Figure 4 shows, 
February and March witnessed an increase 
in world food prices of 2.62% and 2.41%, 
respectively, when the global FPI reached 
a 10-month high of 212.8 points. This rise, 
however, was offset by a 1.64% decrease at 
the beginning of the second quarter (April) 
and a further decline by 0.72% in May driven 
by a decrease in the prices of dairy, cereal, 
and oil. Overall, the FPI averaged 208.04 
points over the first five months of 2014.

Food Prices by Commodities
Figure 5 presens the price indices for the five 
commodity groups that make up the FAO’s 
World Food Price Index. The trends in the 
indices for January-May 2014 are as follows:

• Meat prices fell in the first two months 
of the current year but then started to 
increase in the subsequent three months 
reaching 189.1 points in May, relative to 
182.2 point in January. The FAO Meat 
Price Index averaged 184.77 points in the 
above-specified period, which is almost 
identical to the average for 2013 (184.06 
points);

• As for dairy prices, they increased in 
January and February and decreased in the 
following months. The FAO Dairy Price 
Index fell by 10.76% between January 
and May. It averaged 260.4 points, which 
represents a 7.27% increase from the 2013 
average of 242.75 points;

• The prices of cereal started the year by 
decreasing in January, increasing between 
February and April, and falling to 204.4 

Figure 4: FAO Food Price Index (Base Year 2002-2004=100)

Source: FAO, 2014.

Figure 5: Changes in FPI for Five Basic Commodities

Source: FAO, 2014.
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points in May. Overall, the FAO Cereal 
Price Index declined by 8.15% from 
January to May and averaged 200.39 
points. This constitutes an 8.5% decrease 
from the 2013 average of 219 points;

• Oil products followed a similar trend as the 
total FPI in that their prices decreased in 
January, increased in February and March, 
and then decreased again in April and 
May. Despite the initial and final drops in 
oil prices, the FAO Oil Price Index rose by 
3.55% from January to May. Furthermore, 
the average for oil products’ prices (197.1 
points) increased by 2.13% from the 2013 
average (192.99 points);

• Sugar products’ prices did not follow a 
particular trend; prices dropped in January 
and April and increased during the other 
three months. Overall, the FAO Sugar 
Price Index experienced a significant 
increase of 17% between January and 
May. The average of sugar prices during 
this timeframe (244.1 points) fell by 
2.73% from the 2013 average (250.98 
points).

2013 Global Hunger Index Report

The International Food Policy Research 
Institute (IFPRI) issued the eight annual edition 
of the Global Hunger Index (GHI) report for 
2013.(6) The GHI is a tool which 
comprehensively measures and tracks hunger 
globally, by region, and by country. The 
index is designed to combine three equally 
weighted indicators: undernourishment, child 
underweight, and child mortality. The 2013 GHI 
report praises the progress that has been made in 
reducing world hunger since 1990 but warns that 
much work has yet to be done. Accordingly, out 
of the 120 countries surveyed, 37 face serious 
hunger, while 16 face alarming hunger; another 
3 countries face extremely alarming hunger. 
The report estimates that currently 870 million 
people are “chronically undernourished,” but 
that all regions including South Asia, the Near 
East and North Africa, and Sub-Saharan Africa 
are performing better than in 1990.(7)

Beyond statistics, the report examines 
means of understanding and building 
communities’ and people’s resilience 
to better handle “shocks and stressors, 
such as floods, price hikes, [and] civil 
unrest,” and, as a result, boost food 
and nutrition security. While no perfect 
recipe for improving resilience exists, 
one framework, highlighted in the report, 
involves matching the different intensities 
of shocks and stressors to the adaptive 
changes required to alleviate the shock.

5 This downward trend was interrupted by a 1.42% 
increase in total FPI in October 2013.

6  The 2013 report is the eighth GHI report to be published 
by the International Food Policy Research Institute 
(IFPRI).

7 http://www.ifpri.org/sites/default/files/publications/
ghi13.pdf
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Does Food Security Matter for 
Transition in Arab Countries?

By Jean-Francois Maystadt, Jean-
Francois Trinh Tan and Clemens 

Breisinger
Food Policy 46 (2014) p:106-115

The following text is a summary by 
MAS of the original article.

The recent onsets of political transition in 
Tunisia, Egypt, Libya, and Yemen have 
inspired the authors of this article to look for 
the reasons for civil war with a particular focus 
on the factors specific to the Arab world. It is 
clear that civil conflicts impose high socio-
economic costs, but designing the right policies 
to promote peace and development necessitates 
a solid understanding of the major causes of 
unrest. Existing literature on this issue shows 
that socio-economic factors (namely poverty, 
male youth underemployment, inequalities 
in income, land, and natural resources, and 
population pressures), geography (for example, 
mountainous regions), and institutions 
(specifically poor governance) are the key 
drivers of conflict globally. Additionally, 
worldwide food insecurity in general and 
increases in food prices in specific also play an 
important role in political and social unrest.

A quick look at history demonstrates that this 
is definitely the case in the Arab world. For 
instance, frequent food riots happened in Egypt 
in the 1970s and in Jordan and Morocco in the 
1980s and 1990s as a reaction to higher food 
prices. Bahrain, Yemen, Jordan, Egypt, and 
Morocco all experienced demonstrations related 
to food in 2008, shortly before the beginning of 
the Arab Spring revolutions. Food insecurity 
is pointed out as one of the main causes of 
the Arab awakening as well, which started in 
early 2011 in Tunisia and quickly spread to 
Egypt, Libya, Syria, and Yemen. Importantly, 
the countries involved in the Arab Spring, along 
with all other Arab states, are net importers of 
food, and the vast majority of their populations 
are net consumers of food, which makes them 
particularly vulnerable to hikes in world food 
prices. The rise in global food prices in 2008 
and 2011 affected food security negatively in 
Egypt, Libya, Yemen, and Syria (the countries 
most impacted by the Arab Spring), while 
other Arab states were able to mitigate the 

harm through short-term measures including 
increases in subsidies and public sector wages. 
These observations inspire the authors to 
investigate the specific effect of food insecurity 
on political conflict in the Arab world.

Food Insecurity and Conflict in 
the Arab World

The analysis in this article is based on a dataset 
from 1960 to 2010 and improved cross-country 
regression techniques. In specific, the authors 
assess the key global drivers of conflict and their 
relevance to the Arab world. The analysis first 
focuses on the Arab region’s high dependence 
on oil exports, where oil exports as a share of 
GDP (18.4%) are significantly higher than in 
any other region around the globe. The Arab 
region comes second in terms of the number of 
major conflicts between 1960 and 2010. Cross-
regional comparison fails to account for a direct 
connection between oil export dependency and 
conflict as oil revenues can both increase 
the capacity of the state to reduce the risk of 
conflict and provoke rent-seeking behavior and 
bad governance simultaneously.

The authors then look at a regression model 
concentrating on economic and demographic 
factors to explain conflict in the Arab world. 
Globally, economic growth has a significant 
negative effect on conflict, while the relationship 
between population and unrest is positive. Even 
though in the Arab region highly populated 
countries are more likely to engage in political 
conflict, the regression reveals a surprising positive 
impact of economic growth on conflict. This Arab 
exceptionalism necessitates the improvement of 
the economic model to look for the precise causes 
for civil unrest among the Arab countries.

In the modified regression model, food 
insecurity unambiguously emerges as the single 
most important determinant of conflict in the 
Arab region. While the absence of access to 
food is strongly associated with major conflicts 
worldwide, the relationship is even more 
significant in the Arab world. The article uses 
a two-fold approach to food insecurity. First, in 
the micro-dimension, child stunting is employed 
as a proxy of food security at the household 
level. Child stunting shows a significant positive 
effect on major conflicts in the Arab countries. 
Replacing child stunting with child mortality 
gives a positive but insignificant coefficient, 
possibly due to the small size of the sample. 

In the macro-dimension, the authors use the 
ratio between food imports and total exports as 
a proxy for food security. Once again, this factor 
exhibits a significant positive relationship with 
the occurrence of conflicts in the Arab world.

As Arab countries are net food importers, global 
food prices are expected to have a major effect 
on food insecurity levels in the Arab region. 
Overall, variations in international food prices 
have been found to transmit directly into 
domestic Arab food markets within a year. 
While world food price rises worsen food 
insecurity in net-food-importing Arab states, 
this happens in a non-monotonic fashion. In 
particular, price hikes increase food insecurity 
either when countries are significantly exposed 
to these variations or when price variations are 
large enough. The causes for the limited effect 
include food subsidies, food reserves, and 
substitution between staple food items.

Conclusion
Using a dataset on conflict between 1960 and 
2010, this article concludes that the Arab world 
differs from other regions in terms of conflict 
determinants. Food security at both the micro- 
and macro-level is the main driver of political and 
social unrest in the Arab countries. The regression 
results show that the high exposure of Arab states 
to global food prices is an important source of 
vulnerability for a peaceful Arab transition.

Recommendations

Once the authors conclude that food insecurity 
plays such an important role in determining 
conflict and peace in the Arab world, they set 
on providing recommendations to improve food 
security and thus prevent further conflict in the 
region. In the short run, public stocks and social 
networks need to be enhanced to protect the 
poorest against excessive food price volatility. 
Special attention needs to be paid to children’s 
nutrition to support their healthy development 
during the so-called “window of opportunity”.

In the long run, increasing food security requires 
export-led growth in both agricultural and non-
agricultural sectors, the authors recommend. This 
will improve the balance of payment position and 
generate foreign exchange revenue for financing 
food imports. Because of the limited agricultural 
potential in the region and the high population 
growth, Egypt, Tunisia, and Yemen need to 
put efforts into stimulating both the remaining 
agricultural potential and the development of other 
export sectors. Future growth has to be inclusive, 
in both urban and rural localities, and generate jobs 
and income for the food insecure and poor as well.


