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EDITORIAL

HIGHLIGHTS

This Bulletin is supported by:
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 The Palestine Economic Policy Research Institute (MAS) is pleased to launch the twelfth
 issue of the semiannual Food Security Bulletin, the first edition for the year 2015. As the
 Palestinian economy is struggling to recover after the devastating effects of the Israeli war
 on the Gaza Strip of the summer of 2014, it is unlikely that the food security situation in
 Palestine will improve in the near future. Food insecurity is expected to continue posing
 a serious challenge to Palestinian households, especially those with lower incomes. New
 comprehensive data on food security and insecurity – for 2014 – will be available only after
 mid-2015. It is important to remember that even before the most recent Israeli war on Gaza
 food insecurity affected more than a third of Palestinian households and as much as 57% of
.households in the Gaza Strip

 The year 2015 is an important one at the global scene as it marks the end of the period set by
 international actors for the achievements of two essential goals with respect to food security:
 the World Food Summit (WFS) of 1996 and the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs)
 of 1990. Thus, a special section of this issue of the Bulletin focuses on how far the world
 as a whole, certain regions, and some countries have reached in accomplishing the targets.
 In specific, the Rome Declaration, adopted at the WFS, called for the overall number of
 chronically undernourished people to be decreased by 50% by 2015, while the MDG Target
 1.C set to halve the proportion of people suffering from hunger worldwide by the same year.
 Now that 2015 has arrived, it is encouraging to say that 216 million fewer people around the
 globe are exposed to undernourishment today than in 1990. However, both international goals
 failed as this means that there has been a decline of only 21.4% in the number of hungry and
 of 41.6% in the proportion of undernourished. At the end of the deadline for the attainment
 of these targets, there is still a lot to be done by the international community to first retain the
.positive results and then continue improving the situation for those impacted

*  Food prices in Palestine did not follow a clear path in the past five months of 2015. On annual 
basis, the Food Price Index (FPI) fell by 0.12%, unlike the overall Consumer Price Index 
(CPI), which increased by 0.95%. Food prices declined in the West Bank (by 2.26%), while 
they increased in the Gaza Strip and East Jerusalem (by 3.21% and 1.32%, respectively);

*  In 2014 a total of 108,379 tons of olives were pressed in Palestine, producing 24,857.5 tons 
of olive oil. These figures represent an increase of 65% and 40% from the previous year, 
respectively. The Bulletin looks at two recent reports – Olive Oil Sector Export Strategy 2014-
2018 and The National Strategy for the Olive Sector in Palestine (2018-2019), which discuss 
the major challenges in the olive sector and propose specific recommendations to increase 
productivity and support trade;

*  World food prices continued their downward trend through April 2015. Over one year, the 
global FPI dropped by the impressive 19.15%, and prices are expected to remain low in the 
coming months. The prices of all basic food commodities declined in the past 12 months;

*  As 2015 marks the deadline for the achievements of the World Food Summit (WFS) goal and 
the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) Target 1.C of halving the number and proportion 
of undernourished people around the globe, the international community focuses on the 
progress towards these aims. Although neither the WFS nor the MDGs targets were attained, 
significant achievements have been reached as the number of undernourished declined by 216 
million people in the last 25 years;

*  The Literature Review section of the Bulletin looks at a recent report by the Arab Forum for 
Environment and Development (AFED) analyzing the food security situation in the Arab 
countries. The report offers several recommendations how to improve agricultural productiv-
ity to increase food security.
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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 productive 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 

secured, with no risk of shocks;
*  Food utilization – the consumption of food with adequate 

sanitation, clean water, and health care.

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

Food Secure:  Households with income and consumption above 
$7.07/adult equivalent/day;

Marginally Food 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 equivalent/day.

Note: Food security or poverty are measured based on household 
consumption or income. Usually, household consumption is higher 
than household income due to the local and 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 measuring 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 the 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 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 30-44%.

Lower Standard of Living: Food consumption to total consumption 
is more than 45%.

Global Hunger Index (GHI): The GHI measures hunger and 
malnutrition with three equally weighted indicators: proportion 
of the population that is undernourished (in %), prevalence of 
underweight in children younger than five years (in %), and 
proportion of children dying before the age of five years (in %). 
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 calculating 
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 neighboring countries.

FAO Food Price Index (FPI): The FAO FPI represents 
international prices of food commodities. It is calculated by 
taking the average of five commodity group price indices (meat, 
dairy, cereals, oils, 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 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 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 included in 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 emergencies 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 to more than $374 million 
dollars to implement 144 emergency programs.
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Food Prices in Palestine

The unstable path of food prices in 
Palestine continued in the last few months. 
The Food Price Index (FPI) reported by 
the Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics 
(PCBS) declined minorly between October 
(the last month included in Food Security 
Bulletin 11) and November 2014 (by 
0.27%). Then the index went back up by 
0.86% in December. Falls of 0.74% and 
0.88% followed in January and February 
before an increase of 1.85% in March. At 
the end of the first quarter of 2015, the FPI 
had reached 106.66 points, nearly the same 
level as in March 2014 (106.79 points).

Domestic Food Prices versus 
Prices of Other Consumer Goods

The FPI is a component of the Consumer 
Price Index (CPI) also measured by the 
PCBS. As Figure 1 shows, between October 
2014 and March 2015, the two indices 
followed the same path, which is explained 
by the fact that food and soft drinks comprise 
a major proportion of Palestinian households’ 
consumption. The FPI increased by 0.80% 
over this period, and the corresponding rise 
in the CPI was 0.50%. On annual basis, while 
food prices declined by 0.12% between 
March 2014 and March 2015, commodity 
prices increased by 0.95%.

Domestic Food Prices versus 
Global Food Prices

Figure 1 also compares the movement 
of the Palestinian FPI (on the left axis) 

 Figure 1: PCBS FPI, PCBS CPI (Base Year 2010=100) and FAO FPI (Base
Year 2002-2004=100), January 2014-March 2015

Sources: PCBS, 2015 and FAO, 2015
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and of the FAO FPI (on the right axis). 
The two indices did not experience the 
same changes between October 2014 
and March 2015 despite the fact that 
Palestine imports some of its food and 
soft drink commodities. These differences 
are explained by the composition of the 
Palestinian FPI which includes mostly – if 
not exclusively – locally produced items. 
Unlike Palestinian food prices, which 
went up, down and then back up, world 
food prices continued their downward 
path which started in March 2014. Over 
the investigated period, the Palestinian FPI 
increased slightly by 0.80%, whereas the 
FAO FPI declined by as much as 10.19%. 
Over the year between March 2014 and 

March 2015, the small drop in the index for 
Palestine of 0.12% was largely exceeded by 
the global fall of 19.03%.

Domestic Food Prices by Region

Figure 2 illustrates the overall FPI for 
Palestine as well as the regional indices for 
the West Bank, the Gaza Strip, and East 
Jerusalem. In 2014 and 2015 the indices for 
the West Bank and the Gaza Strip followed 
an analogous trend, though with more pro-
nounced variations in Gaza. Naturally, these 
two regional indices dictated the movement 
of the overall FPI for Palestine due to the size 
of their combined population. Meanwhile, the 
index for East Jerusalem took on a generally 
flatter path. Between October 2014 and March 
2015, the Gaza Strip FPI increased by 3.14% 
(to 106.99 points) which exceeded the rise in 
the overall index of 0.80%. During the same 
period, the West Bank and the East Jerusalem 
indices experienced relatively equal declines 
of 0.39% (to 106.03 points) and 0.44% (to 
110.96 points), respectively. On annual basis – 
from March 2014 until March 2015 – similar 
to food prices in Palestine, food prices in the 
West Bank fell by 2.26%. Meanwhile, they 
rose in both the Gaza Strip (by 3.21%) and 
East Jerusalem (by 1.32%).

Domestic Prices of Basic Food Items

Table 1 depicts the prices of nine basic food 
items in Palestine in the months between 
March 2014 and March 2015 as well as 

Figure 2: FPI in Palestine by Region (Base Year 2010-100), 
January 2014-March 2015

Source: PCBS, 2015.
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The Olive Sector in Palestine

Products Unit 
(Kg)

Mar
2014

Apr
2014

May 
2014

Jun
2014

Jul
2014

Aug
2014

Sep 
2014

Oct
2014

Nov 
2014

Dec 
2014

Jan 
2015

Feb
2015

Mar
2015

 Change 
(Oct. 2014 -
Mar. 2015)

(%)

 Change 
(Mar. 2014 
-Mar. 2015)

(%)
Rice 25 118.0 125.9 128.3 128.0 126.0 125.0 125.3 128.0 130.0 133.8 136.7 137.6 137.6 6.7 15.9
White Flour 60 146.3 151.8 151.8 150.9 150.6 159.2 150.9 150.5 150.2 150.9 153.9 152.9 152.0 1.0 4.0
White Bread 1 3.9 3.9 3.9 3.9 3.9 3.9 3.9 3.8 3.8 3.8 3.8 3.9 3.9 0.8 -0.4
Fresh Beef 1 48.4 47.6 47.5 47.4 48.2 48.7 47.2 46.7 47.2 49.4 49.0 48.8 49.3 5.6 1.9
Fresh Chicken 1 16.3 15.8 15.0 15.3 15.6 16.0 16.5 14.9 15.3 16.2 13.9 13.9 15.9 7.1 -2.0
3% Milk 1 7.6 7.5 7.5 7.5 7.6 7.6 7.5 7.5 7.5 7.5 7.5 7.5 7.5 -0.1 -1.5
Chicken Eggs 2 16.8 15.6 14.8 15.1 18.0 17.5 15.9 16.9 17.2 18.4 19.4 19.5 18.2 7.7 8.1
Olive Oil 1 28.2 28.2 28.4 28.3 28.5 27.9 28.2 28.4 28.9 29.0 29.1 29.0 29.2 3.0 3.7
White Sugar 50 142.5 145.1 147.1 147.1 146.2 146.7 145.8 143.3 143.1 143.7 144.1 140.6 140.0 -2.3 -1.7

Table 1: Prices of Basic Food Items in Palestine,  March 2014 -March 2015 (NIS)

Source: PCBS, 2015.

the percent changes between October 
2014 and March 2015, on the one hand, 
and between March 2014 and March 2015, 
on the other hand. Since the publication of 
Food Security Bulletin 11, the majority of 
basic food items experienced an increase in 
their price; however, the price rises did not 
exceed 8%. The most significant increases 
were in the prices of chicken eggs (7.65%), 

fresh chicken (7.13%), and rice (6.74%). 
The increases were the smallest for white 
bread (0.79%) and white flour (0.98%). 
Meanwhile, the prices of milk and white 
sugar declined by 0.13% and 2.29%, in 
that order.

On annual basis, the price of five basic 
food items rose, while the price of four 

others dropped. The price of rice went up 
by as much as 15.81% between March 
2014 and March 2015, followed by chicken 
eggs (8.06%). The prices of white flour, 
olive oil, and fresh beef also increased by 
3.95%, 3.68%, and 1.90%, respectively. 
During the same period, fresh chicken, 
white sugar, 3% milk, and white bread 
became cheaper by 1.97%, 1.72%, 1.52%, 
and 0.41%, in that order.

According to PCBS data, there were 284 olive 
presses in Palestine in 2014, 93% of which 
were in operation.(1) Jenin and Toubas had the 
highest number of automatic olive presses, 
and thus pressed 26.5% of the total quantity 
of pressed olives in 2014, which amounted to 
108,379.1 tons, reflecting a 64.6% increase in 
comparison to 2013. As Figure 3 shows, the 
total quantity of oil that was extracted in 2014 
was 24,857.5 tons, reflecting around a 40% 
increase in comparison to 2013.

Figure 3: Quantity of Pressed Olives and Extracted Olive Oil in 
Palestine, 2003-2014 (Tons)

Source: PCBS, 2015.
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Olive pressing activities employed 3,353 
persons in 2014, 81.7% of whom were 
waged employees, compared to 1,119 
workers in 2013, 64% of whom were waged 
employees. As for the value added of olive 
pressing activities, it amounted to $10.9 
million in 2014, representing a 68% increase 
from 2013. Intermediate consumption and 
output of olive presses totaled $3.1 million 
and $14.0 million, respectively.

Investment Needs of the Olive Oil 
Sector
A report titled Olive Oil Sector Export 
Strategy 2014-2018, published by the 
International Trade Center (ITC), the Ministry 
of National Economy, and PalTrade, examines 
the export performance of the olive oil sector 
in Palestine.(2) Palestinians have long been 
working in the olive sector and enjoy several 
comparative advantages including olive 
varieties, resource quality, organic production, 
and the presence of modern olive mills and 
cooperatives that export olive oil. Yet, their 
ability to export competitively remains 
limited by deficiencies in product research, 
quality supervision, branding, production 
size, and market knowledge.  

There is thus a need to enhance “publicly 
provided trade information, quality 
management, access to finance, and trade 
logistics,” which would in turn encourage 
private investment in the sector. Both public and 
private investments would have a big impact 
on product development, production, quality 
assurance, branding, and market development.
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Palestine’s Export Performance 
In most years, domestic production of olive oil 
is enough to satisfy local demand. The excess 
supply of about 25% of domestic production 
gets exported. According to the Ministry of 
Agriculture (MoA), 14% of the excess supply 
is exported to Arab countries, 8% to Israel, 
and only 3% to leading international markets. 
However, since olive trees produce large 
yields and small yields in alternate years, the 
resulting volatility in output causes significant 
annual fluctuations in the volume exported, as 
illustrated in the figure below.

Obstacles Facing the Palestinian 
Olive Oil Sector 

The report mentions three kinds of 
challenges faced by the Palestinian olive oil 
sector: supply-side, business environment, 
and market entry issues. 

Supply-side problems stem from several 
factors: frequent planting of olive trees on 
suboptimal lands leading to lower yields; 
lack of adequate olive trees seedlings; 
underutilization of modern techniques for 
harvesting, pressing, and storing, which 
adversely affects quality and leads to 
higher prices; insufficient use of irrigation, 
thereby decreasing yield productivity and 
limiting the potential to increase exports; 
difficulty to meet the quality standards of 
international importers; incompetitiveness 
of Palestinian olive oil due to the high 

Figure 4: Consumption, Production, Exports and Imports of 
Olive Oil in Palestine, 2000-2013 (1,000 Tons)

Source: International Olive Council, 2014.
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costs of production and transportation; lack 
of private sector investment; and inability 
to address major plant diseases and pests.  

Business environment issues are related 
to difficulties in receiving credit to start 
a business, which hinders private sector 
investment. Furthermore, the weakness 
of cooperative farming, trade unions, 
and other private bodies, combined with 
the weak coordination between the civil 
society and the MoA, has adversely 
affected the business environment.     

Palestinians also face several market entry 
issues, in terms of: lack of quality trade and 
market information to olive oil producers; 
inadequate marketing of Palestinian virgin 
oil, which represents more than two thirds 
of Palestine’s total olive oil production; lack 
of branding of Palestinian olive oil exports; 
and volatility in production volumes and 
prices, which inhibits exporters from 
guaranteeing terms of sale in the medium 
and long term.

Vision and Challenges

The report notes that the future vision 
for the olive oil sector between 2014 and 
2018 is: “To attain global recognition and 
corresponding export volumes as the only 
source for olive oil that is both of world-
class quality and overwhelmingly organic.” 
However, the achievement of this vision is 
constrained by numerous challenges related 

to market development and the value chain. 
To overcome these difficulties, the report 
suggests that the sector’s development 
should be promoted by: viewing export 
of olive oil as a strategic goal rather than 
a means to get rid of the excess supply of 
olive oil; creating adequate brands to each 
target market; reducing costs of production; 
maintaining the high quality of Palestinian 
olive oil; and producing quantities that 
fully satisfy foreign demand.  

More specifically, in the short-run 
(the next three years), focus should be 
on consolidating the available export 
relationships with existing markets as well 
as on product development by bringing 
new products to the market. In the medium 
and long run, priority should be given to 
market development by targeting new 
unexplored markets.

As for the MoA, it has a more encompassing 
vision for the olive sector. In its report 
entitled The National Strategy for the Olive 
Sector in Palestine (2014-2019), the MoA 
views the olive sector as one with high 
economic viability that can effectively 
contribute to achieving food security and 
sustainable development in addition to 
enhancing the sovereignty of Palestinians 
over their lands and resources. Therefore, 
three strategic goals have been pointed out 
by the Ministry: improving the production 
and productivity of olive and raising the 
efficiency of the use and management 
of available resources; increasing the 
efficiency and effectiveness of marketing 
systems and post-harvest activities; and 
developing the institutional and legal 
framework.

1   http://www.pcbs.gov.ps/Downloads/book2111.pdf
2   https://www.paltrade.org/upload/multimedia/

admin/2014/10/5448e7bfb7b6d.pdf
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World Food Prices
Since the publication of Food Security Bulletin 
11, the prices of food on the global market 
continued declining, a process which started in 
April of last year. As a result, for one year, the 
FAO FPI dropped by as much as 19.15%. The 
decline between November 2014 (last month 
covered in Food Security Bulletin 11) and April 
2015 was also impressive at 10.60%. Importantly, 
the April value of the index – 171.00 points – was 
the lowest since June 2010. According to FAO’s 
Food Outlook: Biannual Report on Global Food 
Markets from May 2015, large supplies of food 
items and a strong US dollar are the main factors 
pressuring world food prices downward.(1) Due to 
the recent decreases in food prices, the world food 
bill is expected to reach a five-year low in 2015. 
In addition, FAO does not forecast a considerable 
divergence from the current situation though 
currency movements and macroeconomic 
developments might have important implications 
for food markets in 2015-2016.

World Prices of Basic Food Items
Figure 6 shows the movement in the price indices 
for the five basic commodity groups which 
make up the FAO FPI: meat, dairy, cereals, oils, 
and sugar. Following is a description of what 
happened to the prices of these items in the past 
few months.

Meat Price Index
After November 2014, the price of meat 
continued dropping at the world markets 
until April, when it actually went back up 
by 1.69% to 178.00 points. In March 2015 
the meat price index hit its lowest level since 
July 2012. For one year, between April 2014 
and April 2015, the index declined by 6.49%, 

Figure 5: FAO FPI, January 2014-April 2015 (Base Year 2002-2004=100)
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Source:FAO, 2015.

which is less than the decrease in the overall 
FAO FPI of 19.15% over the same period.

According to FAO’s forecast, meat production 
will increase by 1.3% in the current year, while 
trade expansion will slow down to 1.7% due to 
limited export supplies and restrained import 
demand.

Dairy Price Index
The trend in the global price of dairy products 
was less clear than in meat and the overall FPI. 
In December and January the dairy price index 
went down before picking back up in February 
and March. Then, in April, it declined once again 
to 172.4 points. This value was the lowest since 
October 2009. Overall, the price of dairy dropped 
by the considerable 31.45% in one year. This was 
the most significant decrease in the price index of 
any of the investigated commodities.

FAO points out the abundant export supplies and 
uncertain import demand as the main reasons 
behind the low dairy prices.

Figure 6: FAO FPI for Five Basic Commodities, January 2014-
April 2015 (Base Year 2002-2004=100)

Source: FAO, 2015.
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Cereals Price Index
Similar to the cumulative FAO FPI and the meat 
price index, the price of cereals continued the 
downward path, which was initiated in May 
2014. For the course of a year the cereals price 
index dropped by as much as 19.87%, exceeding 
the decline in the overall FAO FPI. The April 
2014 level of 167.6 points was the lowest since 
July 2010.

According to FAO, in 2015 coarse grains 
production will fall below the 2014 record, 
driving inventories down to the expected level 
of utilization in 2015-2016.

Oils Price Index
The price of oils has also been on the decrease, 
since April 2014. On annual basis, the price 
index for oils declined by as much as 24.49%. 
In April 2015 the index equaled 150.2 points, 
the lowest value since July 2009.

FAO expects the downward trend in the prices 
of oilseeds, oils, and meals to continue due to  
the record-high soybean production and only 
marginal demand growth.

Sugar Price Index
Like the prices of most other basic food 
commodities, the world price index for sugar 
followed a generally downward path in the past 
few months. Over the year, global prices of sugar 
went down by 25.75%, more than the drop in the 
overall FAO FPI. The April 2015 value of 185.5 
points was the lowest since January 2009.

FAO forecasts that sugar production of sugar 
will increase slightly, exceeding consumption 
for the fifth consecutive year.

1   http://www.fao.org/3/a-i4581e.pdf
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The State of Food Insecurity in the World

In May the Food and Agriculture Organization 
of the United Nations (FAO), the International 
Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD) and 
the World Food Programme (WFP) published 
the 2015 edition of The State of Food Insecurity 
in the World report.(1) The year 2015 is special 
as it marks the deadline for the achievement of 
two targets related to the fight against global 
hunger and towards food security around the 
globe: the World Food Summit (WFS) goal and 
the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). 
First of all, the Rome Declaration, adopted at the 
WFS convened in Rome in 1996, calls for the 
reduction by half of the number of chronically 
undernourished people by the year 2015.(2) 

Second, with regards to food security and hunger, 
MDG Target 1.C aims to halve the proportion of 
people who suffer from hunger between 1990 
and 2015.(3)

Globally
According to the provisional estimates in the 
recent report, the global community has failed 
to achieve both of these targets by the set date. 
However, worldwide progress has been more 
significant towards the MDG Target than the 
WFS one. Globally, there are 794.6 million 
undernourished people in 2014-2016, while 
their number was 1,010.6 million in 1990-1992. 
This means that currently 10.9% of the world 
population lives in hunger, down from 18.6% 
in 1990-1992. Nonetheless, this major drop of 
216 million individuals has not been sufficient 
to reach the WFS goal set 19 years ago. In the 
monitoring period, the number of undernourished 
people declined by 21.4% against the envisioned 
decrease of 50%. In terms of the MDG, the 
actual observed result of a drop of 41.6% in the 
proportion of people living in hunger is closer to 
the set target of 50%. However, wide differences 
across regions and among countries persist in 
terms of both the achieved progress and the 
remaining levels of hunger.

Developing Regions

As expected, most of the decline comes 
from developing countries which suffer 
from considerably higher prevalence of 
undernourishment. Over the past 25 years, the 
number of individuals living in hunger in the 
developing regions alone decreased from 990.7 
million to 779.9 million. This drop of 21.3% is 
far from the targeted 50%. With regards to the 
proportion, the percentage of undernourished 
individuals in developing countries went down 

from 23.3% in 1990-1992 to 12.9% in 2014-
2016. Although the 50% aim was not achieved, 
the 44.5% drop in proportion is more impressive 
than the 21.3% in the number. Overall, 210.8 
million individuals in developing regions less 
suffer from hunger today than 25 years ago. 
Importantly, this drop happened despite the 
significant population growth.

Developed Regions
With respect to the developed regions, the 
number of undernourished people declined 
from 20.0 million in 1990-1992 to 14.7 million 
in 2014-2016. This change means a decline of 
26.3%. The report does not provide detailed 
data on the exact proportion of undernourished 
people in the developed countries as it remained 
below 5% throughout the monitoring period, 
which means that overall hunger is not a major 
challenge in these regions.

Country Level

At the country level, 29 out of the 129 monitored 
countries achieved the WFS goal of decreasing 
the proportion of undernourished by at least 50%. 
These 29 countries include representatives of all 
developing regions. Individual countries have 
been even more successful at the MGD Target of 
halving the proportion of undernourished as 72 
countries met this goal.

However, it is important to highlight that while 
some countries enjoyed significant progress, 
others had more ominous experiences. Several 
countries actually observed major increases in 
the number of people living in hunger. The most 
considerable rises – of over 100% – were in: 
Iraq, Zambia, the United Republic of Tanzania, 
Madagascar, Swaziland, Uganda, Liberia, 
Afghanistan, the Democratic People’s Republic 
of Korea, and Cote d’Ivoire. Among the countries 
where the number of undernourished rose, some 
experienced a decline in the proportion of people 
living in hunger, while others – an increase 
– depending on the population growth over the 
monitoring period. The percentage increased 
the most – by more than 50% – in: Iraq, the 
Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, and 
Swaziland. Iraq constitutes a special case 
in the fight against hunger as the number of 
undernourished people increased by 470.4% 
(from 1.4 million to 8.1 million), while the 
proportion – by 189.7% (from as little as 7.9% 
of the population to as much as 22.8%).

Conclusions and Policy Guidelines
Drawing policy conclusions from this 25-year 
global experience is equally important as or 
even more important than the actual progress 
that has been achieved. The report observes that 
the majority of countries which achieved the 
international undernourishment targets enjoyed 
stable political conditions, economic growth, 
and sound social protection policies aimed at 
the vulnerable population groups. Under such 
conditions countries succeeded in accommodating 
shocks such as rapid population growth, volatile 
commodity prices, high food and energy prices, 
rising unemployment, and economic recessions. At 
the same time, while some of the failing countries 
were subjected to natural or human-induced 
disasters and political instability, others simply did 
not manage to distribute the benefits of economic 
growth fairly to reach the poor populations as well. 
In other words, disasters, political instability, and 
non-inclusive economic growth emerged as the 
main reasons for the inability to reduce hunger to 
the set goals.

The report concludes with a few findings which 
can serve as the basis of recommendations for 
policy changes to eradicate global hunger. While 
economic growth is needed to reduce poverty, 
hunger, and malnutrition, it is not enough. Growth 
has to be inclusive – providing opportunities for 
those with meager assets, skills, and opportunities 
– in order to improve the incomes and thus 
livelihoods of the poor. In specific, since rural 
people comprise a significant proportion of the 
global hungry or malnourished, efforts are required 
to promote agricultural growth. Improving the 
productivity of resources held by family farmers 
and smallholders in an essential element of 
inclusive growth. International trade openness 
has an important potential for increasing food 
security and nutrition as it plays a key role in rising 
food availability and promoting investment and 
growth. However, international trade agreements 
should be carefully drafted to avoid detrimental 
effects on domestic food security and nutrition in 
developing countries. Social protection is another 
– direct – tool to reduce hunger and malnutrition 
through access to income security, better nutrition, 
healthcare, and education. Finally, political will and 
commitment are needed to address the root causes 
of protracted crisis situations as food insecurity 
and malnutrition are significantly more prevalent 
in protracted crisis contexts resulting from conflict 
and natural disasters.

1 http://www.fao.org/3/a-i4646e.pdf
2 http://www.fao.org/wfs/
3 http://www.un.org/millenniumgoals/poverty.shtml
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Literature on Food Security
Arab Environment 7: Food Security 
– Challenges and Prospects

2014 Report of the Arab Forum for 
Environment and Development (AFED)

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

This report focuses on several pressing issues 
in the Arab world including: the extent to which 
agricultural produce can meet the demand for 
food; the possibility of attaining food self-
sufficiency given population growth and the effect 
of climate change on natural resources (water and 
land); and the options that Arab countries have to 
achieve food security.(1)

Food Security in the Arab World
Food security is a major concern in Arab states as 
they have a self-sufficiency ratio of around 54% 
in fats and oil, 46% in cereals (10% in Palestine in 
2011), and 37% in sugar. In their pursuit of higher 
food-sufficiency, Arab countries face significant 
challenges such as aridity, limited cultivable land, 
scant water resources, and repercussions of climate 
change. The inadequacy of agricultural policies and 
the lack of investment in science and technology 
have also contributed to the low productivity of 
agricultural resources, thus threatening agricultural 
sustainability. These constraining factors, coupled 
with a growing population, higher demand for food, 
transformation of farmland into urban spaces, and 
impoverished state of natural resources, present 
further challenges to enhancing food security in 
the Arab world. 

Water Scarcity in the Arab World
Water scarcity is strongly interlinked to food 
security. The average annual renewable water 
resources per capita are less than 850 m3 in the 
Arab world while their world average is around 
6,000 m3. Nonetheless, this regional average 
disguises the huge differences among Arab 
countries, since 13 of them are in the category 
of severely water scarce countries, with less than 
500 m3 per capita. More alarmingly, six of these 
countries have less than 100 m3 of renewable water 
per capita, leading the writers of the report to create a 
new “exceptionally scarce” category for them.

The use of around 85% of total water withdrawals 
for agriculture has exerted further pressure on 
the scarce water endowments in the Arab world. 
According to FAO, if countries use more than 
40% of their renewable water endowments for 
agriculture, they are deemed to be in a very critical 
condition. Based on this, the Gulf Cooperation 
Council (GCC) countries are in a very critical 
condition since water withdrawal for agriculture 
reached around 630% (2,460%  in Kuwait) of total 
renewable water resources, respectively.

http://www.afedonline.org/Report2014/English.html

Arab countries should thus implement a more 
efficient management of their agriculture and water 
endowments, in order to ensure food security. 

Increasing Irrigation Efficiency
The average irrigation efficiency in 19 Arab 
countries is less than 46%. According to AFED, 
50 billion m3 of water would be saved annually 
if this number were raised to 70%. There is, 
consequently, an urgent need to improve irrigation 
efficiency, i.e., produce more agricultural products 
with less water. This could happen by adopting 
more efficient irrigation methods such as drip 
irrigation, the sprinkler system, and raised bed-
planting.

Increasing Water Productivity
The report mentions two options to improve 
water productivity, depending on whether the 
country wants to improve crop value or crop 
quantity. The first option has to do with allocating 
water to higher-value crops, while the second 
option focuses on producing more crops per 
drop of water. Increased water productivity can 
be achieved by applying innovative agricultural 
techniques such as: enhanced use of fertilizers 
and pesticides, utilization of new crop protection 
methods, use of modern irrigation practices, 
improved drainage, and zero-tillage farming. 
These agricultural practices would not only 
contribute to increasing water productivity but 
would also ensure agricultural sustainability. 
Water productivity could also be improved by 
changing consumption habits towards crops that 
are less water-intensive. Nonetheless, climate 
change is expected to adversely affect crop 
productivity, and thus needs to be urgently dealt 
with by implementing effective adaptation and 
mitigation policies. 

Improving Crop Yield 
Agriculture in the Arab world is characterized 
by low crop productivity. For instance, crop 
productivity of staple cereals is around 1,133 kg/ha 
in five of the major Arab countries that produce 
cereal (Algeria, Iraq, Morocco, Sudan, and Syria), 
in comparison to a world average of around 3,619 
kg/ha. Therefore, the report stresses the urgent need 
to increase crop productivity especially in rain-fed 
areas, which represent more than three quarters of 
the cultivated land of Arab countries. Yields can 
be increased through the use of several methods 
of rain-water harvesting such as flood irrigation, 
in situ water conservation, and storage for extra 
irrigation. According to AFED, raised bed-planting 
in Egypt led to a 30% rise in grain yield and 25% 
saving in irrigation water. More generally, if rain-
fed cereal yield increases from its current level of 
800 kg/ha to 1,600 kg/ha or 2,400 kg/ha, the annual 
production of cereal, which is around 51 million 
tons in Arab countries, would increase by 15 to 30 
million tons, and would thus contribute to higher 

levels of food self-sufficiency.
Use of Treated Wastewater
Crop yields can also be increased by using 
irrigated agriculture instead of merely relying on 
rain-fed agriculture. The use of treated wastewater 
becomes thus very crucial. In fact, less than half of 
municipal wastewater (around 14,310 million m3 
annually) is treated in Arab countries. Moreover, 
only 9% of the treated wastewater in countries 
like Egypt, Tunisia, Jordan, and Morocco is 
used for agricultural irrigation. The report thus 
highlights the need to reuse wastewater for several 
agricultural, industrial and household activities to 
decrease the pressure on freshwater resources and 
the environment. According to the FAO, crop yield 
can grow by 100% to 400% by adopting irrigated 
agriculture instead of rain-fed agriculture. 

Decreasing Post-Harvest Losses (PHL)
It is estimated that 6.6 million tons of grains were 
lost in Arab countries in 2012, while an average of 
3.3 million tons of imported wheat are lost in some 
Arab countries. The value of both grain PHL and 
wheat import losses amount to around $3.7 billion 
at 2011 import prices, which represents around 
four months worth of wheat import. The main 
factors behind these losses are the use of inefficient 
import logistics and inappropriate methods in the 
harvesting, treating, transportations, and storage 
of crops. 

More Regional Economic Integration 
and Cooperation 
The AFED report emphasizes the importance 
of fostering cooperation among Arab states 
based on comparative advantage in financial 
and agricultural resources in order to develop 
food security at the regional level. There is thus a 
need to: harmonize national agricultural policies, 
increase investment in agricultural development, 
implement policies to increase incentives to a 
more efficient use of resources, and conserve the 
productive bio-capacity of natural resources at all 
levels (regional, sub-regional, and national). More 
attention should also be given to increasing inter-
Arab free trade to promote regional economic 
integration that should benefit all countries. 

Development of Fisheries
According to AFED, Arab countries should invest 
in the fisheries sector in specific since it can meet 
domestic demand as well as result in exports. For 
example, fish exports in 2013 amounted to a value 
of around $3 billion. There is, however, a great 
potential to increase these exports through enacting 
regulations related to fishing farming activities and 
through collective governance of fisheries stocks. 
Arab countries are also recommended to consume 
more fish to decrease their consumption of meat 
and reduce the effect of livestock production on 


