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EDITORIAL

HIGHLIGHTS

The tone of the third annual Socio-Economic and Food Security Survey (2011) in the 
Occupied Palestinian Territory is one of improvement. However, the food security status 
remains serious, and improvements are highly dependent on international assistance. This 
Bulletin begins with its tradition by providing brief definitions and update of key concepts 
related to food security (the definition of poverty, food security, the consumer price index, 
standard of living, undernourishment and others). It then displays the main focal points of 
food security, food security status among refugees/non-refugees, household expenditure 
on food, the evolution of food prices and food aid in the Occupied Palestinian Territory. 
Also a snapshot of the evolution of food prices in the global markets is included.

Improving and expanding Palestinian agriculture is a means of increasing national food 
security, and also an important part of the Palestinian Authority’s National Development 
Plan for 2011-13. However, data from the 2010 Palestinian Agricultural Census shows that 
the occupation poses a major impediment to Palestinian agricultural development. Israeli 
barriers to Palestinian agriculture was in-depth analyzed in this issue.

Moreover, it is worth noting that a variety of different metrics are used in measuring access 
to food: this issue of the bulletin alone, has referred to Palestinian measures of food secu-
rity, household consumption surveys, the FAO food price index, FAO data on undernour-
ishment, and the IFPRI’s Global Hunger Index. This issue reviews an article questioning 
the accuracy of different metrics of food security.

Finally, we want to mention that we are always looking for, and welcoming, constructive 
feedback and suggestions to develop the Bulletin.

* Food insecurity in the Gaza Strip has fallen from 60% in 2009, in the aftermath of Opera-
tion Cast Lead, to 44% in 2011, due primarily to international aid and to a recovery of the 
construction industry enabled by the tunnel trade. In the West Bank food insecurity reached 
17% in 2011 compared with 22% in 2009. 

* In the West Bank refugees are more food insecure than the rest of the population, and also 
less likely to be food secure (41% vs 46%). However, in the Gaza Strip the situation is the 
reverse: refugees are less food insecure than non-refugees and more likely to be food secure 
(24% vs. 20%).

* The 2011 Socio-Economic and Food Security Survey found that 25% of West Bank house-
holds and 80% of households in the Gaza Strip received food assistance.

* According to the first Palestinian Census of Agriculture, access to over a third of West Bank 
agricultural land is constrained by Israeli measures; settlements, the annexation wall, closed 
Israeli military areas, and Israeli military barriers. In Qalqiliya, Israeli measures constrain 
access to over 55% of the agricultural land.

* Different metrics of food security are discussed in the Bulletin, suggesting that some met-
rics may be failing to capture important aspects of people’s ability to access food.
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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 the Occupied Palestinian Territory: The World 
Food Program (WFP), Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) divide 
Palestinians families into four categories with respect to food security 
(2011):

*  Food secure:  Households with income and consumption above 
USD6.76/adult  equivalent/day.

*  Marginally secure: Households with either income or consumption 
(not both) above USD6.76/ adult equivalent /day.

*  Vulnerable to food insecurity: Households with both income and 
consumption below USD6.76/ adult equivalent /day.

*  Food insecure: Households with income and consumption below 
USD5.39/ 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 the Occupied Palestinian Territory: The Palestinian 
Central Bureau of Statistics (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.

Absolute 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 goods are weighted according to their 
importance. Food weighs around 40% of the total CPI, transport and 
communication around 12.7% and extiles around 10%.

Level of Living: This is defined as a household’s food consumption rela-
tive to their total consumption. The PCBS has divided Level of Living 
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 ? 30 is ‘extremely alarming’. (International Food Policy Research 
Institute- IFPRI 2010).

Undernourishment: The FAO defines undernourishment as lacking 
enough food to meet the minimum daily energy requirement. They 
measure 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 inequal-
ity in food distribution using a coefficient of variation (CV) based on 
household survey from the country or, if no such data is available, from 
neighboring 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: In the year 2000, the UN, G8 and oth-
er international organizations adopted a set of eight development 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 
that $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). The occupied Palestinian Territory has not been include 
on the ranking list.

Consolidated Appeal Process (CAP): Every year a number of aid 
organizations, including UN institutions and NGOs, jointly plan, 
coordinate, implement and monitor their response to emergencies 
and appeal for funds together rather than competitively. This proc-
ess is called the Consolidated Appeals Process (CAP). The total 
financial requirements of the CAP in the occupied Palestinian Ter-
ritory for the year 2012 amounted more than 416 million dollars to 
implement 149 emergency program.



2 Food Security Bulletin 3Food Security Bulletin

Food Security Updates in the Occupied
Palestinian Territory
In mid-2012 the PCBS released their third 
annual Socio-Economic and Food Security 
Survey (2011), produced in association with 
UNRWA, the World Food Program (WFP) 
and the Food and Agriculture Organization 
(FAO). This survey provides a strong under-
standing of the current food security situa-
tion in the OPT, and of how it has changed 
over the last three years. The surveys have all 
excluded the area of East Jerusalem illegally 
annexed by Israel, since the much higher cost 
of living in that area makes estimates relying 
on Palestinian poverty metrics unreliable.

In general, the tone of the 2011 survey is 
one of improvement (see Fig. 1), although the 
situation remains serious, and improvements 
are highly dependent on public sector spending 
and international assistance. Food insecurity in 
the Gaza Strip has fallen from 60% in 2009, in 
the aftermath of Operation Cast Lead, to 44% at 
present, due primarily to international aid and to 
a recovery of the construction industry enabled 
by the tunnel trade. However, food security has 
also fallen slightly (24% to 23%), meaning that 
many people have moved into the two middle 
categories of ‘vulnerable to food insecurity’ and 
‘marginally food secure’. In the West Bank food 
insecurity has declined less, from 22% in 2009 
and 2010 to 17% in 2011, but food security has 
risen substantially from 36% to 45%.

Regional breakdowns of the statistics provide 
some illuminating facts. Food insecurity in 
Area C is much higher than in the rest of the 
West Bank, at 24%, whereas food security 
there is only 33%.  In addition, food insecurity 
among herding households in that area is 34%.  
There can be question that this is connected to 
Israeli policies of land confiscation, refusal 

Figure 1: Food Security Status in the West Bank and Gaza 
Strip after assistance, 2009-2011

Source: “Socio-economic and Food Security Conditions of Palestinian Families”, 
WFP/ FAO/ PCBS, 2011.

of building licenses, and demolition of 
houses and water sources in that area.  Food 
insecurity in the northern and southern West 
Bank is 19%, compared to the much lower 
rate of 13% in the central West Bank.

In the Gaza Strip, food insecurity levels do 
not differ by region: the north, central, and 
south Strip all have rates of 44%.  However, 
ever since Operation Cast Lead and the start 
of the blockade, food insecurity has been 
higher in rural than urban areas.  In 2011 rural 
food insecurity fell rapidly, from 69% to 52%, 
although it still remains well above the level 
for urban areas (44%) and refugee camps 
(40%). The report attributes this reduction to 
fewer Israeli attacks on Gazans in the access-
restricted areas, which has given Gazan 
farmers the confidence to cultivate land closer 
to the Israeli fence, within the ‘no go zone’.

Food Security among Refugees/Non-
Refugees
Statistics regarding refugees are particularly 
interesting (Table 1). In the West Bank refugees 
are more food insecure than the rest of the 
population, and also less likely to be food secure 
(41% vs 46%). The situation is worst among 
refugees in camps, where food insecurity is 

29%. However, in the Gaza Strip the situation is 
the reverse: refugees are less food insecure than 
non-refugees and more likely to be food secure 
(24% vs. 20%) and this has been the case since 
2009. Moreover, refugee camps are the least 
food insecure areas of the Gaza strip (40%, vs. 
44% for urban areas and 52% for rural areas). 
This can be attributed primarily to UNRWA’s 
work among Gazan refugees. However, despite 
the opposite situations, it should be noted that 
food insecurity is still significantly lower in 
West Bank refugee camps than Gazan ones; the 
differing situations are due to the fact that food 
insecurity among non-refugees is almost three 
times as high in Gaza as it is in the West Bank.

A final matter of note is the difference between 
the food security statistics and those concerning 
food consumption. For the latter, surveyed 
families note the number of times they consumed 
a certain food group (cereals, meat, vegetables, 
fruits) during the past week, and based on this 
are assigned a food consumption score (FCS) 
of ‘poor’, ‘borderline’ or ‘acceptable’. Ideally, 
since both metrics are determining whether 
people are able to meet their food needs, their 
statistics should overlap strongly: e.g., in the West 
Bank, where 20% of households had a ‘poor’ or 
‘borderline’ FCS, this group should include all 
of the 17% of people who were food insecure. 
However, in fact the report shows that there 
is surprisingly little overlap between the two 
measures. Only 50% of the people with a ‘poor’ 
FCS, and 34% of those with a ‘borderline’ one, 
were classified as food insecure. Conversely, 56% 
of the people classified as food insecure had an 
acceptable FCS, while 8% of food secure people 
had a poor or borderline FCS. If some people 
classified as food insecure can have a better FCS 
than some classified as food secure, it suggests 
that one or both metrics may be failing to capture 
important aspects of people’s ability to access 
food. The question of measuring food insecurity 
is discussed further on page 8 (Literature on Food 
Security).

Table 1: Food Insecurity Levels among Refugees and Non-Refugees, 2011

Source: “Socio-economic and Food Security Conditions of Palestinian Families”, WFP/ FAO/ PCBS, 
2011.

Food Insecurity Food Security

West Bank Gaza Strip West Bank Gaza Strip

Non-Refugees 17% 48% 46% 20%
Refugees 20% 42% 41% 24%

Refugees in Refugee Camps 29% 40% - -
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Food Prices in the Occupied Palestinian Territory

It is useful to begin with a review of how 
food prices in the Occupied Palestinian Ter-
ritory (OPT) have changed over the last few 
years, in order to provide context for more 
recent figures. From 2007 to 2008, with the 
start of the global food crisis, the Food Price 
Index in the OPT rose from 115 to 135, with 
a particularly high increase (115 to 140) in 
the Gaza Strip. Figure 1 tracks developments 
since that time, which have been recorded 
in 6 to 12-month segments in our previous 
Food Security Bulletins. Gaza prices have 
been comparatively stable from June 2008 
– June 2012, largely remaining within a band 
of 145-150, while West Bank prices have 
followed a generally increasing trend. This 
had led the price indices to converge since 
mid-2011, but that does not mean that food 
prices are the same in both areas; it only 
means that their food prices have undergone 
similar changes since 2004, when the price 
index of each region was set at 100. Winter 
2011-2012 saw price increases in Gaza, fol-
lowed by a drop in prices in both the West 
Bank and Gaza in June 2012.

Figure 1: Food Price Index in the West Bank and Gaza 
Strip, 2007-June 2012 (base year 2004=100)

Source: PCBS, 2007-2012. Unpublished data.
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Figure 2: Changes in Average Consumer Prices of Basic Food 
Commodities in the OPT, June 2008 - June 2012

Source: PCBS, 2008-2012. Unpublished data.
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Consistent with the fall in the food price 
index, the prices of common food commodi-
ties in the OPT fell in the first half of 2012. 
Trends in food commodity prices are shown 
in Figure 2. The price of sugar in particular, 
which had peaked in the latter half of 2010 
and plateaued in 2011, decreased sharply; this 
matches a similar rise and fall in the global 
price of sugar during 2010-2012 (see page 7). 

The price of rice decreased as well, reaching 
117 NIS for 25kg, its lowest level since early 
2008. The price of olive oil, which had risen 
in late 2009, also fell, returning to its 2008-
early 2009 levels. The prices of milk, bread 
and beef largely remained stable over the past 
six months, and have generally been stable 
throughout the last four years.

Household Expenditure on Food
Two surveys, with different methodologies 
and thus non-comparable results, measure the 
average proportion of total household expendi-
tures going to food in the OPT. The Palestinian 
Expenditure and Consumption Survey (PECS) 
2011 showed little change in the proportion of 
total average household expenditures going to 
food: in the West Bank it rose from 33.8% to 
34%, and in the Gaza Strip fell from 40.8% 
to 39.9% (See figure 3). However, the 2011 
Socio-Economic and Food Security Survey 
(SEFSec) showed a sharp fall in the percent-
age of household spending going to food in the 
Gaza Strip, from 61% in 2010 to 47% in 2011. 
The report attributes this primarily to increased 
food aid.  At the same time, the proportion of 
spending going to food in the West Bank rose 
slightly, from 48% to 49%, and so is now 
higher in the West Bank than Gaza based on 
SEFSec figures.

SEFSec has consistently found a higher pro-
portion of household expenditure going to 
food than PECS has. While based on the PECS 
survey the average Palestinian household has 
a middle standard of living (see definitions 
on page 2), the SEFSec indicates they have a 
lower standard of living.

Figure 3: Food Expenditure as Proportion of Total House-
hold Expenditures, from Two Surveys, 2009-2011

Source: “Socio-economic and Food Security Conditions of Palestinian Families”, WFP/ 
FAO/ PCBS, 2011, and Palestinian Expenditure and Consumption Survey (PECS), 2011.
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Food Aid Activities in the Occupied Palestinian Territory

The two primary providers of food aid in 
the oPt are the World Food Program (for 
non-refugees) and UNWRA (for refugees). 
The WFP provides aid in the form of food, 
vouchers (swipe cards) and school lunches, 
while UNRWA provides it in the form of 
food or cash.  

The number of targeted WFP beneficiaries 
in the Gaza Strip fell slightly, from 313,000 
in early 2011 to 295,000 in late 2011 and 
285,000 for 2012.  However, this did not 
involve any reduction in the total number 
of people receiving food aid.  Part of it was 
due to Islamic Relief, an agency which 
does not partner with WFP, taking on the 
responsibility for providing school feeding 
to 12,545 children previously assisted by 
WFP; the rest was due to identifying cases 
where multiple agencies provided food to 
the same people.

The number of people targeted for WFP 
food aid in the West Bank was reduced 
from 454,500 in 2011 to 363,000 in 2012.  
(Although the latter figure is 100,000 high-
er than the one noted from the CAP report 
in our previous Food Security Bulletin, 
there has been no change; school feeding 
and conditional vouchers are considered 
‘recovery’ rather than ‘relief’ aid and thus 
included in the UN Mid-Term Response 
Plan rather than in CAP). This is due to 
economic improvements in areas of the 
central West Bank, and tighter targeting of 
food aid to go only to those in deep poverty 
or with poor or borderline food consump-
tion scores. The latter factor may also be 
influenced by the PCBS’ introduction of 
a new method of calculating poverty (see 
Food Security Bulletin 5, pg 6), which has 

changed the numbers of people classified 
as being in deep poverty. Funding short-
falls also played a role in the decrease, as 
they forced WFP to delay expansion of 
the food voucher program and prevented 
initiation of a conditional voucher program 
that would have reached 25,000 people.

Funding shortfalls often present chal-
lenges to aid providers.  From Feb-Oct. 
2011 the WFP was forced to suspend its 
school feeding program in the Gaza Strip 
for lack of funds, and had to reduce food 
rations to families in both the West Bank 
and Gaza Strip during parts of 2011-2012. 
WFP typically receives 80% of its funding 
needs per year, making it the best-funded 
food aid provider in the oPt by a substantial 
margin, so other aid providers face similar 
or greater challenges.

Impact of Assistance 
Aid is vital to food security in the OPT.  
The 2011 Socio-Economic and Food 
Security Survey found that 25% of West 
Bank households and 80% of households 
in the Gaza Strip received food assistance 
(including assistance from family and 
relatives). In the Gaza Strip, 81% of these 
recipients reported receiving aid from UN-
RWA, illustrating its vital role there, while 
14% reported receiving aid from the Pales-
tinian Ministry of Social Affairs (MoSA), 
which distributes aid donated by the WFP 
and other organizations. In the West Bank, 
36% of aid recipients reported receiving 
aid from MoSA and 16% of recipients re-
ported receiving aid from UNRWA; 47% 
reported that their aid was from a relative 
or family member. SEFSec estimates that 
without assistance, an additional 5% of 

West Bank households and 7% of Gazan 
households would have become food in-
secure, resulting in pre-aid food insecurity 
levels of 22% in the West Bank and 51% in 
Gaza (See figure 1).

Voucher Program
The WFP has been transitioning away 
from providing food directly to using 
vouchers, in accordance with PA policies 
to provide recipients with more autonomy 
and strengthen the economy by supporting 
Palestinian farmers and merchants.  In ad-
dition, vouchers give recipients access to 
a wider range of foods by allowing them 
to choose their own food purchases.  Re-
cipients report preferring the program to 
direct food aid, as it provides them with 
more choice and makes it less obvious that 
they are receiving aid. In areas like the Pal-
estinian Territories where sufficient food 
is available and access to it is typically a 
matter of affordability, vouchers are thus 
a more desirable policy than direct food 
distribution.

While initially paper vouchers were used, 
the WFP quickly moved to an e-voucher 
system, where recipients receive a card 
which can be used to buy food at approved 
stores. This makes keeping accounts much 
easier for both merchants and the WFP, 
and is less costly to the WFP than paper 
vouchers.

WFP began the food voucher program 
in 2009 in the West Bank, with an initial 
30,000 beneficiaries (as discussed in Food 
Security Bulletin 2, in Summer 2009). 
Funding shortfalls prevented a planned ex-
pansion of the program in 2011, but at the 
start of 2012 the WFP expanded it 55,000 
people, and increased it again to 68,000 in 
July 2012. The Gaza voucher program, be-
gun in 2010 with 15,000 people, has been 
expanded to 30,000 beneficiaries in 2012 
in partnership with Oxfam Great Britain. 
As a result, at present 21% of WFP ben-
eficiaries in the West Bank and 10% in the 
Gaza Strip now receive their food aid in the 
form of vouchers, a substantial shift in the 
space of four years. 

Figure 1: Food Insecurity Levels pre/post assistance

Source: Socio-Economic and Food Security Survey, 2011.
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Israeli Barriers to Palestinian Agriculture

Governorate Agricultural Area 
Constrained (dunums)

Total Agricultural 
Area (dunums)

% Area Constrained

Hebron 83,948 210,523 40%
Bethlehem 23,212 52,910 44%
Jerusalem 9,603 19,250 50%
Ramallah& Al-Bireh 37,915 113,643 33%
Jericho&Al-Aghwar 15,235 40,212 38%
Salfit 21,336 54,652 39%
Qalqiliya 42,160 76,416 55%
Nablus 62,559 160,057 39%
Tulkarm 24,793 98,355 25%
Tubas 27,612 70,775 39%
Jenin 25,158 208,352 12%
Total 373,592 1,105,146 34%

Improving and expanding Palestinian agricul-
ture is a means of increasing national food 
security, and also an important part of the 
Palestinian Authority’s National Development 
Plan for 2011-13. However, data from the 2010 
Palestinian Agricultural Census shows that the 
occupation poses a major impediment to Pales-
tinian agricultural development.

The agricultural census collected information 
regarding Israeli measures which constrain ac-
cess to Palestinian agricultural land: settlements, 
the annexation wall, closed Israeli military ar-
eas, and Israeli military barriers. In total, access 
to over a third of West Bank agricultural land 
is constrained by these Israeli measures. Every 
governorate is affected by them, as shown in 
Table 1; only in Jenin and Tulkarm is less than a 
third of the agricultural land area affected, and 
in Qalqiliya Israeli measures constrain access to 
over 55% of the agricultural land. In Jerusalem 
the affected land area is 50%, and in Tubas, 
Nablus, Salfit, Jericho and Hebron it is ap-
proximately 40%. Nablus and Hebron are two 
of the West Bank’s most important agricultural 
regions, and Nablus governorate does not even 
border Israel, showing what a major impact the 
occupation has on agriculture even deep within 
the West Bank.

In all governorates, the proportion of agricultural 
land area affected by access constraints is greater 
than the proportion of holdings, but a large 
percentage of holdings are nonetheless affected 
(Figure 1). The highest rate is in Jerusalem, 
where over 40% of agricultural holdings face 
access constraints: almost all of these face more 
than one constraint, likely from a combination 

Table 1: Area of West Bank Agricultural Holdings Affected by 
Israeli Access Constraints

Source: Agricultural Census 2010, Final Results, different governorates, 2012.

of settlements and the wall. In addition, 25% 
or more of holdings face constraints in Nablus, 
Qalqiliya, Salfit, Jericho and Bethlehem. In total, 
Israeli actions constrain access to 19,375 hold-
ings, over a fifth of all agricultural holdings in 
the West Bank.

Settlements threaten access to the largest 
number of holdings, affecting nearly 13,000, 

Figure 1: Percentage of West Bank Agricultural Land to 
which Israel Restricts Access

Source: Agricultural Census 2010, Final Results, different governorates, 2012.
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while each of the other three measures affects 
over 7,000 holdings. The sum of these adds 
up to more than the total number of affected 
holdings because the majority of holdings face 
multiple access constraints.

The ability to determine which constraints are 
most influential in each area is limited by the 
fact that many holdings are recorded as being 
affected by multiple constraints, without noting 
which specific constraints they face. However, 
some variations can be determined. Though 
most governorates face access limitations pri-
marily from settlements and the wall, in Tubas 
and Jericho closed Israeli military areas and 
military barriers are the most important, likely 
reflecting Israeli prevention of Palestinian ac-
cess to areas around the Jordan Valley and Dead 
Sea. In Nablus settlements are overwhelmingly 
the main cause of access constraints – though 
a small number of holdings are affected by 
the wall, despite the fact that, as noted above, 
Nablus is deep within the West Bank. Settle-
ments also have a heavy impact on agricultural 
access in Qalqiliya, Ramallah and al-Bireh, and 
Hebron, while the wall poses a major constraint 
on access in Tulkarm, Qalqiliya, Salfit, Ramal-
lah and al-Bireh, and Hebron.

Figure 2: Relative Impact of Different Access Constraints

Source: Agricultural Census 2010, Final Results, different governorates, 2012.
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Month Food Price Index Meat Dairy Cereals Oils Sugar
Nov. 2011 146.5 122.5 136.0 154.9 158.9 230.0
Dec. 2011 142.6 121.0 136.5 147.3 135.9 221.2
Jan. 2012 142.3 116.5 138.2 148.9 156.2 223.5
Feb. 2012 144.1 119.1 135.1 151.3 159.6 228.8
Mar. 2012 144.4 119.0 131.7 152.3 163.7 228.8
Apr. 2012 142.4 120.1 124.1 149.3 167.7 216.6
May 2012 136.3 119.5 109.7 147.7 156.6 196.9

World food prices have undergone two major 
spikes recently, in 2007-08 and 2010-2011; 
as of June 2012, they have declined only 
moderately from their 2011 peak. This has 
motivated reports from two different or-
ganizations to focus on the dangers of food 
price volatility: the FAO’s The State of Food 
Insecurity in the World (2011) and the Glo-
bal Hunger Index (2011) of the International 
Food Policy Research Institute (IFPRI).

Rapid spikes and falls in food prices have 
previously been atypical, with fluctuations in 
the Food Price Index from 1990-2006 (with 
2002-2004 as the base year where FPI = 100) 
remaining within the 90-126 range, in contrast 
with the two recent spikes (Figure 1). Food 
prices increased drastically between January 
2007 and 2008, rising to 165.8; they then fell 
even more rapidly, during June-December 
2008, possibly in reaction to the global finan-
cial crisis. This was followed by a rise from 
109.4 to 140.6 during 2009, a short, steep drop 
in early 2010, and an extremely rapid spike in 
late 2010, peaking at 168 in December 2010. 
Since then food prices have declined at a more 
moderate rate, but still remain very high com-
pared to their 2006 levels.

The IFPRI and FAO reports note three main 
causes of increased volatility: increased 
biofuel production from food crops, climate 
change and extreme weather, and rising ac-
tivity in commodity futures markets (though 
the FAO report expresses more reservations 
about the impact of this last factor). Other 
factors were low grain reserves and a market 
in which many food importers are depend-
ent upon a small number of major food-
exporting countries, some of which enacted 

Figure 1: FAO Food Price Index (deflated), 2006-2012

Source: FAO Food Price Index, http://www.fao.org/
worldfoodsituation/wfs-home/foodpricesindex/en/
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export restrictions that accentuated global 
price increases.

Both reports also cover trends in global 
hunger (IFPRI) and undernourishment 
(FAO), although given the time taken to 
measure and analyze these statistics, the 
most recent data are from 2008 and thus 
do not cover the effects of the 2010-2011 
food crisis. The countries most severely 
affected by the 2007-08 food crisis were 
small, poor nations dependent on food im-
ports, particularly in Africa; these are also 
the countries where hunger is already the 
most severe. As a result, undernourishment 
in Africa increased significantly during the 
food crisis. In contrast, large developing 
countries such as China and Brazil were 
able to stabilize their food prices through 
export restrictions and reduce the impact of 
price spikes by releasing food reserves, and 
thus weather the crisis with stable or even 
decreasing levels of undernourishment. In 
addition, a few developing countries that 
are net food exporters, including Vietnam 
and Thailand, benefitted from higher food 
prices.

The reports also offer long-term data on 
changes in global hunger and undernourish-
ment since 1990. The prevalence of global 
undernourishment has decreased only slightly 
in the last two decades, falling from 16% to 
13%, a rate that is insufficient to meet Mil-
lennium Development Goal targets. However, 
IFPRI reports significant reductions in global 
hunger over the same period. For both met-
rics, progress has been most rapid in East 
and Southeast Asia, while South Asia and 
Africa have seen the highest rates and slow-
est progress, with undernourishment and 
hunger in many countries at 20% or higher. 
The Middle East and Latin America have also 
achieved significant reductions in hunger.

Some of the countries with the most notable 
improvements are Turkey, Iran, Malaysia and 
Mexico, all of which reduced their hunger 
rates by 60% or more and are now classified 
as having ‘low’ rates of hunger (as compared 
to ‘moderate’ rates in 1990). Even some 
countries in Africa and South Asia have 
achieved dramatic gains, notably Ghana 
(with a reduction from an estimated 21% 
hunger rate to 8.7%), the Republic of Congo 
(from 23% to 13%), and Nigeria (from 24% 
to 15.5%) in Africa, and Nepal (27% to 20%) 
in South Asia.

Referring back to the Food Price Index, glo-
bal food prices have decreased slightly since 
our last bulletin, which covered up to Nov. 
2011. Between then and May 2012 there has 
been a drop from 146.5 to 136.3, due to sig-
nificant declines in the price of sugar and of 
dairy products.   Since sugar prices underwent 
the sharpest spikes during both the 2007-08 
and 2010-11 food crises, this is a positive 
sign; however, sugar still remains at nearly 
double its 2002-04 price, while cereals and 
oils are at 1.5 times their 2002-04 prices.

Table 1: Index of food prices in global markets-deflated 
(base year 2002-2004 = 100)

Source: FAO Food Price Index, http://www.fao.org/worldfoodsituation/wfs-home/
foodpricesindex/en/
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A wide variety of different metrics are used 
in measuring access to food: this issue of 
the bulletin alone has referred to Palestin-
ian measures of food security, household 
consumption surveys, the FAO food price 
index, FAO data on undernourishment, and 
the IFPRI’s Global Hunger Index. As noted 
earlier in the bulletin (pages 3 and 7) the 
data from such metrics is not always con-
sistent – there is surprisingly little overlap 
between Palestinian households defined as 
food insecure and those with poor or bor-
derline food consumption levels, and on 
the global level the FAO data show little 
decrease in undernourishment since 1990, 
while IFPRI shows significant falls in glo-
bal hunger over the same period.

With such variation, it is difficult to have an 
accurate understanding of the food security 
situation either nationally or international-
ly. The authors of this paper examine FAO 
undernourishment data, food consumption 
surveys, and measures of childhood height 
and weight – three common measures of 
food insecurity which provide data that are 
inconsistent with each other – and evaluate 
their strengths and weaknesses.

FAO undernourishment data are valuable in 
providing annual national and international 
statistics for a large number of countries, 
allowing comparison between countries 
and the extent of international progress in 
improving food security. However, there 
are also problems with their indicators. 
One major issue is that their measure of in-
equality in access to food has not changed 
significantly for most countries since the 
1960s, despite significant increases in in-
come inequality in developing countries in 
the 1980s and early 1990s. This means that 
any changes in undernourishment shown 
by FAO data are based solely on changes 
in the overall presence of food within a 

country, without reference to poor peoples’ 
economic access to it. Since in some devel-
oping countries, including Palestine, food 
insecurity is due almost entirely to lack of 
economic access to food, not to the absence 
of food, this presents a clear shortcoming 
of the data. Another shortcoming is that the 
indicator only takes into account calorie 
intake, and not the presence of other vital 
nutrients necessary for health. However, 
the indicator is useful in being the only 
one to provide an annual picture of the 
global situation and enable inter-country 
comparisons.

Household consumption surveys, when 
their methodology is good, are both more 
accurate and more useful than FAO data on 
a national level, although they have not yet 
been used to provide broad international 
data. They are able to note the food actually 
consumed, and not only its amount but its 
type; this also enables them to look at ac-
cess to nutrients rather than solely calories. 
They are not forced to rely on assumptions 
about inequality or about the demographic 
composition of households, since the study 
itself gives this information.  And they can 
provide details, such as the level of food 
insecurity in specific regions or among 
specific groups, or factors (e.g., education 
level) associated with food insecurity, that 
assist policy-makers in designing policies 
to improve access to food.

Measures of childhood height and weight 
have similar advantages to household 
consumption surveys, due to being sur-
vey-based rather than relying on averages 
and assumptions as FAO data do. They 
are also more widespread than consump-
tion surveys, having been conducted for 
about 100 developing countries, though 
only every 3-10 years rather than provid-
ing yearly data as the FAO does. However, 
their accuracy is limited to children under 
five (after that age, there is no one standard 
for ‘ideal/healthy’ height and weight for 
age). Also, the underweight indicator (low 
weight for age), which is becoming the 
most commonly used one and is used in the 
IFPRI Global Hunger Index, may be losing 
accuracy: due to increased prevalence of 
starches, sugars, and oils in diets, children 

may be malnourished and still gain weight. 
The authors recommend using the stunting 
indicator (low height for age) instead.

Major recommendations of the paper 
include: updating the FAO measure of in-
equality of access to food within countries 
using food consumption surveys; expand-
ing using of food consumption surveys 
to provide more regular data for a larger 
number of countries, and standardizing 
the methodology between countries; and 
combining child height/weight surveys 
with surveys of household income and 
consumption in order to get more compre-
hensive data.

Critiques of measures of food insecurity 
appear to have been taken seriously, as the 
FAO has been instructed by the UN’s 
Committee on World Food Security (CFS) 
to review its methodology for measuring 
undernourishment. The FAO states that 
its new measure will be complemented by 
other indicators in order to be more multi-
dimensional; will incorporate many recent 
household surveys to more accurately esti-
mate the distribution of food consumption 
within countries; and will include improved 
food balance sheets.1 

Box 1: Different Metrics of Access to 
Food Used in This Bulletin

* Food insecurity (Palestine): combination 
of poverty rate and change in household 
expenditures

* Food consumption survey (Palestine): 
household reports of number of times 
each food group was consumed in the 
last week

* Undernourishment (FAO): national food 
availability per capita (based on Food 
Balance Sheets) and inequality in access 
to food, compared to average minimum 
energy needs

* Hunger (IFPRI): combination of % of 
population that is undernourished (FAO 
data), % of children under five that are un-
derweight, and mortality rate of children 
under five

1  FAO, 2011.  The State of Food Insecurity in the 
World 2011 (Rome), 10.


