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EDITORIAL

HIGHLIGHTS

The Food Security Bulletin has been published bi-annually by the Palestine Economic Policy Research 
Institute (MAS) as its contribution to the food security sector. It aims to serve as a useful resource for 
updated information on the sector, supporting decision-makers and institutions working towards better 
food security in Palestine. The COVID-19 pandemic has highlighted the fragility of worldwide agri-
food systems and revealed new weaknesses in the fabric of Palestinian food security. This special annu-
al edition of the Bulletin focuses mainly on the impact of the pandemic and its consequent government 
closures on Palestinian food security, as well as other Food Security Cluster (FSC) updates.
The Bulletin opens with an overview of the “National Agri-food Systems and COVID-19 in Palestine” 
report. This report, published by FAO, outlines the policies enacted by the Palestinian government, as 
well as non-governmental actors, to support those financially harmed by the pandemic, and to ensure the 
continued availability of food items and access to markets. The report also discussed the impact of the 
pandemic on small-scale farmers and overall food security, and recommended a variety of potential 
policy interventions. The Bulletin goes on to discuss the full findings of the 2018 Socio-Economic and 
Food Security Survey (SEFSec) published in December 2020, focusing on geographical disparities and 
recommended interventions. It also presents a summary of the updated National Agricultural Sector 
Strategy, with a focus on the Qalqilya Agricultural Cluster. 
As per usual, this issue provides updates on global and Palestinian food prices, comparing the two and 
attempting to explain their changes. Lastly, the literature review looks at a global analysis of the impact 
of the pandemic on local food systems and the resulting policy implications, as well as a yet-to-be-pub-
lished MAS study prepared for the Ministry of Agriculture with funding from FAO, on food losses in 
the sectors of Palestinian cucumbers, zucchini, and grapes.
Although we are beginning to glean the effect of the pandemic on Palestinian food security, the full 
impact remains to be seen. The COVID-19 pandemic has shown how interconnected humanitarian and 
development objectives are, and highlighted the limits of the conventional split between them. One clear 
lesson is that partners on the ground need to work together to reduce dependency, ensuring a coherent 
and sustained treatment of food insecurity, especially given its implications for social and economic 
development.
The different PNA stakeholders, Palestinian agricultural NGOs, international actors, donors, and agri-
cultural experts have been coordinating their activities through the FSC for a number of years. The FSC 
contributes to enhancing and facilitating partners’ capacity to collect and analyze data in a coordinated 
process. It also serves as a platform and mechanism to support joint analysis initiatives and data collec-
tion efforts and has maintained a repository of relevant and reliable information from various sources 
(governments, agencies, civil society organizations, research institutes, disaster committees, etc.).  
While the FSC continued such coordination efforts through the 2020 crisis, its potential to serve as a 
more pro-active advocate for funding and national ownership of food security policies and programmes 
is worth exploring in the light of recent experiences and the objective of “Building Back Better”. This is 
especially pertinent, and feasible, in the light of the National Food and Nutrition Security Policy 2030 
adopted by the PNA, which now constitutes the long-awaited baseline reference for future coordinated 
efforts in this area. 

• 50% of Palestinians surveyed during the initial government closure reported poor food con-
sumption levels and negative coping mechanisms.

• Over 35,000 beneficiaries of the MoSD and FSS partners lost their source of income due to 
the pandemic.

• The SEFsec 2018 survey found that 26.9% of Palestinian households are food insecure.
• The global FPI reached a 6-year record high of 105.0 in November 2020.
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FAO “National Agri-food Systems and COVID-19 in Palestine”
The COVID-19 pandemic and consequent lockdown on restrictions 
have disrupted agri-food systems and food security worldwide. In 
October 2020, FAO published a report entitled “National Agri-
food Systems and COVID-19 in Palestine”. The report outlines the 
policies enacted by the Palestinian government to limit the spread 
of the virus, the measures put in place to ensure the functioning of 
agri-food systems and their potential effects on vulnerable commu-
nities. The report also explores future policies and investments to 
make the Palestinian agri-food systems more resilient. 
The report covers the period of March-August 2020. It begins by 
discussing the lockdown measures instated after the first cases of 
COVID-19 were found in Palestine, with a full lockdown and cur-
few instated from March through May. The lockdown was lifted 
with safety, hygiene, and social distancing measures still in place. 
However, there was then a resurgence of cases, leading to a re-
newed 30-day lockdown in August.

Measures and Policies
During this period, the Ministry of Agriculture (MoA) and the Min-
istry of National Economy (MoNE) worked on ensuring continued 
access to farms and markets, as well as the availability of staple 
food items. Grocers, bakeries, and food production and process-
ing facilities were exempt from the lockdown measures. However, 
retail agricultural markets were closed for the initial March-May 
lockdown. They reopened again in June, but closed again in July.
Some measures to ensure the continued supply of fresh food prod-
ucts included the MoA distributing a million vegetable seedlings 
for home gardening across the West Bank during the initial lock-
down, and distributing USD 1m worth of fertilizers and fodder 
to farmers and poultry breeders in Gaza. The Ministry of Social 
Development (MoSD) also distributed monthly food vouchers to 
65,000 beneficiaries across both the West Bank and Gaza, worth 
USD 10.3 per capita. Non-state actors also played a role in ensur-
ing food security, wherein partners of the Food Security Sector 
(FSS) worked on providing seedlings, fertilizers, compost, and 
seeds to households to support homestead food production. There 
were 38,955 beneficiaries that had lost their previous source of 
income due to the pandemic. Additionally, the FSS partners pur-
chased locally produced food products from small-scale producers 
(women’s associations and cooperatives) and distributed them to 
44,125 vulnerable beneficiaries.
The MoSD and local authorities also provided cash assistance to 
vulnerable families who lost their income, with the MoSD giving 
one-time cash payments of USD 100 to 100,000 vulnerable fami-
lies in Gaza, including those usually covered by the Cash Transfer 
Programme (CTP), as well as new additions. The FSS partners pro-
vided cash transfers, with implementation from the MoSD, to the 
most vulnerable individuals (elderly, pregnant women, adults with 
disabilities, etc.) as well as food vouchers for over 45,000 benefi-
ciaries. The FSS partners also provided food assistance to 13,430 
beneficiaries in quarantine centers, distributed food vouchers and 
baskets to disenfranchised refugee households in the West Bank, 
among other types of food assistance.

Effects on Agri-food System and Food Security
The report states that the full impact of the pandemic on food secu-
rity and the agri-food system remains to be seen. However, it cites 
several FAO surveys and interviews carried out since the beginning 
of the pandemic to determine its effect on food security and small-
scale farmers. The lockdown measures led to decreased demand, 
a lack of inputs (fertilizers, pesticides, fodder, etc.), and increased 
prices, as well as a disruption of the regular supply chain and infor-
mal credit agreements. Herders were significantly impacted as they 
lacked fodder from March-June. Multiple herders reported the ina-
bility of their livestock to reproduce due to nutritional deficiencies. 
Surveyed producers and farmers stated that decreased demand 
and crop quality, coupled with increased prices of inputs severely 
harmed their profits. Some producers paused production due to an 
inability to afford inputs or produced only for self-consumption. 
Social distancing and hygiene measures, as well as market closures 
and travel restrictions, also led to decreased production, sales, and 
marketing. Moreover, fears of the spread of the virus, decreased 
permits, and decreased transportation led to a labour shortage and 
thus decreased production. Reduced consumer income also led to 
decreased demand, as did movement restrictions and closure of ho-
tels and restaurants. 
Additionally, informal marketing and credit agreements that make 
up the majority of small-scale farming transactions in Palestine 
have been disrupted by the pandemic and its measures. Produc-
ers who were able to access informal credit to pay for input costs 
feared debt exposure and faced liquidity constraints. Local prod-
ucts also suffered from increased competition from Israeli prod-
ucts, that were available at a larger supply and lower prices, par-
ticularly the poultry industry.
The report goes on to discuss the impact the pandemic has had on 
livelihoods, and therefore food security. The MoSD has received 
130,000 cash assistance applications from households that have 
fallen below the poverty line since the beginning of the pandemic, 
over and above the 106,000 covered by the CTP. The result of this 
mass loss of income can be seen in a FAO survey, that found re-
spondents who lost their source of income had worsened food con-
sumption levels, which led to adverse coping mechanisms, such 
as food borrowing, reducing the number of daily meals, or eating 
cheaper and less nutritious food. During March and April, almost 
50% of respondents reported poor food consumption levels, bor-
rowing food, or skipping meals altogether. 

Policy Interventions
The additional waves of the virus, further lockdowns, the local, 
regional, and international economic disruptions, and the threat in 
2020 of Israeli annexation of parts of the occupied West Bank all 
point to high food and nutrition volatility and uncertainty for the 
immediate future. With that in mind, FAO identified a set of 
policies necessary for the sustainability of the agri-food system in 
Palestine in times of crisis such as recently experienced. 
For the issue of closures and lockdowns inhibiting the movement 
of food or food inputs, the needs and challenges of small-scale 
producers need to be identified, and suitable responses need to be 
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SEFsec 2018 Survey Full Report

On December 14th, The Palestinian Food 
Security Cluster published the full report of 
its 2018 Socio-Economic & Food Security 
Survey. The survey was carried out in 2018 
by the Palestinian Central Bureau of 
Statistics (PCBS), in coordination with the 
FSS, and with support from FAO, the 
World Food Programme, UNRWA, and the 
Union of Agriculture Working Committee. 
MAS led the analysis of the data and 
drafting the report in 2019 and publication 
of the full report was delayed owing to last 
year’s Covid-19 crisis.
The main results of survey were included in 
the last Issue of the Bulletin, while the full 
report dives deeper into the specifics of 
Palestinian food insecurity. The most 
significant findings were that 256,000 
households (1.6m individuals) are food 
insecure, representing 26.9% of Palestinian 
households. 14.9% are severely food 
insecure, 12% are moderately food insecure, 
18.6% are marginally food secure, and 
54.5% are food secure. This represents a 
decline from 2014, when food secure 
households were 61%, and food insecure 
households were 12.8%. Gaza has worse 
food insecurity than the West Bank, with 
the West Bank’s share of food secure 
representing 68.3%, while Gaza’s is at 
27%. Gaza comprises 87% of the food 
insecure households, and only 16% of food 
secure households.
The report’s policy recommendations 
mainly focus on the Gaza Strip. The report 
states that more aid, whether from the 
Palestinian government or organizations 
such as WFP or UNRWA, should make 
their primary focus vulnerable households 
in Gaza. International organizations need to 
work on reversing the recent deficit in 
assistance to food insecure households. 
Moreover, aid programmes in the West 
Bank should be restricted to households 
that are severely food insecure, those in 
Area C, those lacking non-financial assets, 
and woman-headed households. The report 
also stresses the programs of sustainable 
programs that empower vulnerable 
households, such as income generation 
projects. A larger amount of current social 
protection resources should be allocated to 

 Updated National
Agricultural Sector Strategy

such projects, with the number of 
beneficiaries to be expanded.
The Ministry of Agriculture revised and 
updated its National Agricultural Sector 
Strategy, under the title “Resilient and 
Sustainable Agriculture 2020-2022”. The 
strategy update was guided by the 
government directives of economic 
disengagement from Israel, cluster-base 
economic development, achievements from 
2017-2019, and the results of the semi-
annual review. 
Cluster-based economic development is 
one of the strategy’s main developmental 
pillars. The strategy outlines how this 
approach aids the overall goals of economic 
disengagement from the occupation as well 
as strengthening national production, as 
well as the development objectives of 
achieving food self-sufficiency, food 
security, and enhancing the production and 
competitiveness of the Palestinian 
agricultural sector. 
The strategy focuses on the Qalqilya 
agricultural cluster, Qalqilya being one of 
the most important agricultural governorates 
in the West Bank. The development of the 
sector in Qalqilya is limited due to 
occupation policies and practices, limited 
water resources and lands, as well as a lack 
of technical and marketing capabilities. The 
strategy identifies a number of interventions 
needed to implement and develop the 
Qalqilya cluster, including cultivating new 
agricultural areas with high-value crops, 
constructing and rehabilitating roads, and 
improving water access by installing major 
water pipelines rehabilitating wells, and 
ensuring transport of water to eastern areas. 
Other interventions include providing 
agricultural loans to fresh graduates, 
establishing an agricultural education 
centre in Qalqilya, establishing packaging 
and post-harvest facilities, and assisting in 
marketing for cooperatives and rural 
women.
The expected outputs from the 
aforementioned interventions include 
increasing irrigated agricultural areas by 
37%, increase irrigation water by 2.8 
million cubic meters, increasing new 
agricultural areas by 5,000 dunums, 
cultivating approximately 180,000 fruit 
seedlings, and increasing plant production 
by 25-30%. The plan also aims to 
rehabilitate and construct 360km of 
agricultural roads serving 32,000 dunums 
of agricultural land, and create 2,310 

formulated in cooperation with local 
government as well as non-governmental 
bodies. There also needs to be innovative 
marketing mechanisms that work with 
limited consumer movement but ensure 
consistent access to food (such as delivery 
services, online marketing, etc.)
To ensure that food production support 
services for herders, farmers, processors, 
marketers, consumers, and all actors 
involved in the food systems are adapted to 
the challenges presented by the pandemic, 
there are a number of relevant interventions. 
This includes the provision of technical 
support to small-scale food producers and 
processors, an awareness campaign to 
inform all actors in the agri-food system of 
how to cope with pandemic-related 
challenges, and reaffirming the National 
Sanitary System’s capacity of ensuring 
food hygiene and maintaining occupational 
health for all producers and processors.
Finally, for the overarching issue of a lack 
of effective coordination and planning of 
interventions, as well as a deficit in 
humanitarian resource allocation to ensure 
access to food, the report mentions 
necessary interventions such as the 
coordination of collecting, analyzing, and 
monitoring impacts of the pandemic on 
food systems, harmonizing policy 
responses, formulating advocacy 
information to improve commitment and 
funding to the food system, and facilitating 
capacity improvement for all actors in the 
agri-food chain. 
Needless to say, the implications of this 
report and the current recess in the operation 
of the FSS point to the need for a more pro-
active and coherent role for the Sector in 
2021, if its coordinating and information 
exchange mission is to remain relevant.
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Global Food Prices (November 2019- November 2020)
permanent jobs. The planned interventions 
and the expected outcomes all serve to 
enhance national production and food self-
reliance, which in turn enhances food 
security. Food security is also one of the 
strategy’s main objectives. Planned 
interventions to achieve this objective 
include strengthening research on plant and 
livestock production in research and 
academic institutions, developing 
agricultural product specifications and 
standards, and restructuring the veterinary 
system to enhance animal health, safety of 
products, and public health. The strategy 
also aims to develop policies reducing 
input costs (especially those of fodders, 
fertilizers, and pesticides), support the 
application of modern systems of 
agricultural production, and reform the 
Palestinian National Centre for Agricultural 
Research to enhance its work. 
Additionally, in October 2020, the 
Government of Palestine endorsed the 
National Food and Nutrition Security 
Policy 2030 (NFNSP) and the National 
Investment Plan for Food and Nutrition 
Security and Sustainable Agriculture 2020-
22 (NIP). This followed on from the 
Strategic Review of Food and Nutrition 
Security in Palestine (by MAS  for WFP in 
2017), which evidenced that the challenges 
underlying food and nutrition security in 
Palestine demanded the comprehensive 
and integrated response of a policy package 
to achieve zero hunger by 2030. The 
NFNSP and the NIP offer a programmatic, 
multi-sectorial and action-oriented results 
framework for coordinating, prioritizing 
and implementing interventions for the 
achievement of SDG2. The NFNSP and the 
NIP also call for a Palestinian Food and 
Nutrition Security Council to 
institutionalize the governance of Food and 
Nutrition Security in Palestine.

Global food prices, as measured by the 
Food Price Index (FPI) of the FAO, shows 
sharp fluctuations in 2020, especially when 
the coronavirus pandemic started spreading 
globally. The pandemic brought in its wake 
a host of disruption to international and 
local supply and logistic chains, consumer 
demand scale and patterns, and agricultural 
output in some countries The FPI reached 
its highest level in approximately six years 
this November, averaging 105.0, a 3.9% 
increase from October, and a 6.5% increase 
from its value in November 2019. This is 
the index’s highest level since December 
2014, and largest month-by-month increase 
since July 2012. All sub-components of the 
FPI increased in November, most notably 
the vegetable oils index.

Global Food Prices of Basic Food 
Commodities 

Figure 1 illustrates trends in the Food and 
Agriculture Organization’s Food Price 
Index (FAO FPI) over a two-year period, 
as well as for five basic food commodity 
group indices of meat, dairy, cereals, oils, 
and sugar, which make up the overall food 

price index. As the figure shows, these food 
commodity price indices continued to 
fluctuate over the past year. These indices 
portray a sharp downward trend for sugar 
prices and oil prices, followed by a steady 
increase, with varied fluctuations for the 
other price indices. The probable causes for 
the fluctuations are analyzed below for 
each of the five food commodity groups.

Meat Price Index:

The global price of meat shows a steadily 
increasing curve with some fluctuations 
over the 2-year period, until a steady 
decrease beginning in January 2020. In the 
past year (November 2019-November 
2020), the meat price index decreased by 
13.7%. It increased by 0.9% in November 
2020, its first increase since January. Prices 
of bovine meats increased, after months of 
continuous decline, due to increased 
demand from China. The price of pig meats 
also slightly improved, due to low supply 
from Brazil, increased demand from China, 
and Germany and Poland being forbidden 
from exporting pig meat to Asian markets 
due to an outbreak of swine fever. However, 
the price of poultry decreased due to 

Figure 1 : FAO FPI and Five Basic Food Commodities Price Indices, 
October 2018 - December 2019 (Base Year 2014-2016=100)
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Global Food Prices (November 2019- November 2020)
decreasing international demand concurrent 
with over-supply. 

Dairy Price Index:
The global dairy price index steadily 
decreased for the first half of the year, until 
it began to increase in June 2020 and 
onwards. It reached 105.3 points in 
November, its highest amount in 18 
months, which represented a 0.9% increase 
from the previous month, and a 2.7% 
increase from November 2019. The mid-
year increase in price was due to a growth 
in international import demand, as well 
seasonal lows in milk production in Europe.

Cereals Price Index: 

The global price of cereals has fluctuated 
during the past year, but steadily increased 
between June 2020 and November 2020. It 
reached 114.4 points in November, its 
highest level in almost six years, 2.5% 
higher than its value in October 2020, and 
19.9% higher than its value in November 
2019, and. The sudden surge in prices was 
mostly due to reduced wheat harvests in 
Argentina, an increase in demand for maize 
by China and reduced supply from the 
United States and Ukraine.

 

Oils Price Index:

The global price of oils has faced many 
sharp changes in the past year.  It hit a 
3-year high in January 2020, increasing 
7.1% from December, due to decreased 
global supply and increased demand. 
However, it then began to decrease until 

reaching a 10-month low in May (77.8 
points, a 28.4% decrease from January), 
due to a decline in prices of palm oil and 
mineral oil, resulting from a great decrease 
in demand tied to the COVID-19 pandemic. 
The oils price index then went on to steadily 
increase, reaching 121.9 points in 
November, its highest level since March 
2014. It increased by 14.5% month-on-
month, and by 30.1% from November 
2019. The surge in prices was due to 
increases in palm oil, soy, rapeseed, and 
sunflower seed prices. Palm oil prices 
increased due to decreased supply from 
major exporting countries coinciding with 
increased demand, as was the case for 
rapeseed and sunflower seed oil. Soy oil 
prices increased as a result of declining 
exports from South America coinciding 
with increased import demand from India.

Sugar Price Index:

Global sugar prices sharply fluctuated over 
the past year. In February, the sugar price 
index increased by 4.5% month-on-month, 
reaching its highest level since May 2017. 
This was largely due to decreased supply 
from India and an extended drought in 
Thailand, two significant producers of 
sugar. However, from then on, sugar prices 
continued to decline before reaching a 13-
year low in April, a 14.5% month-on-
month decline. This resulted from the 
pandemic massively affecting demand, 
along with a decline in the prices of crude 
oil, which reduced the demand for 
sugarcane for ethanol production. Sugar 
prices steadily recovered, ultimately 
averaging 87.5 points in November, a 

10.5% increase from November 2019. This 
was due to poor weather conditions in 
Thailand, Russia, and the EU. Additionally, 
sugarcane crops and production 
infrastructure in Nicaragua, Honduras, and 
Guatemala were damaged by hurricanes, 
further decreasing global supply.

Palestinian
 Food Prices 
November 2019
November 2020
Palestinian food prices are measured by the 
Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics 
(PCBS) through their Food Price Index 
(FPI), which is a component of the 
Consumer Price Index (CPI). As shown in 
Figure 2, the Palestinian FPI has been a 
fluctuating, mainly downward curve in the 
past year. The FPI was at 101.25 points in 
November 2020, a 2.1% decrease from 
November 2019, and a 0.42% decrease 
from January 2020. It reached its highest 
level of 103.83 in January, and then began 
steadily decreasing until it reached its 
lowest amount of 97.86 in July.

FPI versus CPI

The fluctuations in the FPI curve are more 
pronounced than the slightly steadier CPI 
curve, although the FPI is weighted at 
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Figure 2 : PCBS FPI by Region, PCBS CPI, and FAO FPI: November 2019- November 2020 
(Base Year 2018=100)

approximately one third of the total 
composition of the CPI. The FPI itself is 
also a weighted average of three 
geographically differentiated markets; the 
West Bank weighted at 0.59, the Gaza Strip 
at 0.34, and East Jerusalem at 0.07. This 
means West Bank food price fluctuations 
have a larger effect on the overall FPI, and 
therefore CPI. In the past year, the 
Palestinian CPI decreased by 0.8%, versus 
a 2.1% decrease in the FPI.

PCBS FPI versus FAO FPI

Here, the Palestinian FPI is compared with 
the FAO FPI, which can be a difficult 
comparison to make, considering that the
Palestinian FPI is mostly comprised of 
locally produced food items, which makes 
it less sensitive to changes in global food 
prices. For the sake of the figure above, the 
base year for FAO FPI has been changed 
from 2014-2016 to 2018, to match the base 
year of the PCSBS CPI and FPI. 

During the past year, from November 
2019-November 2020, world food prices 
increased by 6.5% while Palestinian food 
prices decreased by 2.1%. The discrepancy 
between Palestinian and global trends of 
food prices is reflective of the highly 
dependent relation of the Palestinian 
economy upon inflation trends in Israel 
(and a currently strong Israeli shekel), as 
well as of the distortions in trade access 
and facilitation that impact Palestinian 
consumers disproportionately.

Food Prices by Region

During the past year covered in this edition, 
food prices in the West Bank declined by 
2.9%. In the Gaza Strip, the FPI increased 
year-on-year by 2.5%, while for, East 
Jerusalem, the FPI increased by 0.21%. 
Although the FPIs of East Jerusalem and 
the Gaza Strip registered an overall increase 
in the past year, as opposed to the decrease 

in the West Bank, it is shown in Figure 2 
that the fluctuations in prices in all 3 
components of the Palestinian FPI followed 
the same pattern, albeit at different scales.
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Literature Review
Food Loss Analysis: Causes of 
and Solutions to Food Losses in 
the Subsectors: Cucumber, 
Zucchini, and Table Grapes 
produced in the West Bank 
(Palestine)

Jamil Harb, Nahed Samara Tareq Sadeq, 
Mohammad Omari, Amena Jaber, Dalia 
Abu Thaher, Manal Shuaib, and 
Mohammad al Wawi, 2021. Palestine 
Economic Policy Research Institute (MAS). 

In 2020, MAS produced a study on the origins 
and potential solutions to food losses in the 
production of cucumber, zucchini, and grapes in 
the West Bank. The study was conducted in 
partnership with and financial support from the 
Food and Agriculture Organization of the 
United Nations to support the implementation 
of the National Investment Plan for Food and 
Nutrition Security and Sustainable Agriculture 
2020-2022 of the Government of Palestine.

Cucumber, zucchini, and grapes are some of the 
major cultivated plants in Palestine, of economic 
significance to many governorates. Cucumber 
had a production volume of approximately 
162,000 tons in 2017, Zucchini was around 
55,000 tons, and table grapes were over 100,000. 
The study surveyed 60 cucumber farms, 40 
zucchini farms, 30 grape farms, 6 retailer shops, 
and 5-7 wholesale markets for each sector.

The study, led by Birzeit University food 
technologist Dr. Jamil Harb and due to be 
published in 2021, found that total quantitative 
losses for food supply chains (FSCs) processing 
cucumbers and fresh cucumbers from 
greenhouses amounted to 13.1% and 12.6% 
respectively. Quantitative losses for rainfed 
grapes and irrigated grapes were 18% and 
13.5% respectively, while losses for zucchini 
were 22.5%.
The main source of losses for cucumbers from 
greenhouse is due to improper fertilizer 
application and improper harvesting methods. 
Excessive application of nitrogen fertilizers 
leads to extra-large fruits that decay and get 
infected due to overgrowth. For postharvest 
processing and handling, overloading containers 
is widespread, and the lack of a cold chain leads 
to significant losses. The main source of losses 
for cucumbers used in processing is in 
harvesting. Processing plants for pickling 

cucumbers only use a certain size of cucumber, 
and discard anything bigger or smaller, leading 
to losses up to 15-20%. Other loss points are 
wholesale markets, where the cucumbers are 
neither protected from the external environment 
nor stored in cool facilities, leading to shriveling 
and decay. 
Grapes also have a variety of critical loss points. 
For table grapes, the lack of a cold chain is a 
significant loss factor, as it leads to decay. There 
are no issues in postharvest packaging, as Israel 
is the largest market for these grapes, meaning 
efficient packaging and transportation is 
necessary in order not to lose this market. 
However, a major reason for losses the past year 
has been the pandemic. Consumers suffered 
major loss of income, leading to decreased 
demand for fresh table grapes, which then led to 
lower prices that made farmers financially 
unable to market their products. Farmers also 
were unable to afford expensive pesticides. 
They also delayed harvesting in hope of better 
prices, which led to huge losses. Grapes also 
suffer from improper fertilizer use as cucumbers. 
Zucchini’s major losses come from the 
processing and retailing phase. Zucchini fruits 
are sensitive and need proper transport and soft 
handling during postharvest, of which there is a 
lack. During the harvest process, they also suffer 
from high temperatures.
These losses have a wide impact on the 
Palestinian economy and society. Although it is 
difficult to estimate the economic value of losses 
as prices of the products and their inputs 
fluctuate, the study estimates total annual losses 
of the studied plants amount to USD 10m. This 
significantly impacts rural families, a large 
number of whom depend on these crops for 
income. New generations in these areas have 
left behind agricultural work, and now are daily 
workers in Israel, due to their higher wages.
The study identified several measures that can 
be taken to reduce food losses, beginning with 
an improvement in the pest management 
methods for rainfed grapes, as they receive large 
amounts of pesticides. Less toxic chemical 
pesticides need to be introduced. Plant nutrition 
programs need to be improved for plants 
produced under irrigation, as chemical fertilizers 
harm almost all plants planted under irrigation. 
There needs to be a change in the timing of 
fertilization, as well as the type and amount of 
fertilizer. The study also recommends cold 
chain and improved packaging for table grapes, 
as well as introducing new varieties of table 
grapes. For zucchini, there needs to be better 
organization and planning of planting and 
harvesting, to avoid harmful climate conditions. 
For these policies to be properly adopted and 
implemented, local standards and regulations 
are needed, as well as training in “smart 

agriculture” for farmers, regulation of 
agrochemicals and marketability of fresh FSCs, 
and research programs. 

Resilience of Local Food Systems 
and Links to Food Security- A 
Review of some Important 
Concepts in the Context of 
COVID-19 and other Shocks
Christophe Béné, 2020. Food Security: The 
Science, Sociology and Economics of Food 
Production and Access to Food, Springer; 
The International Society for Plant 
Pathology, vol. 12(4), pages 805-822, August.

The Bulletin regularly presents a review of 
recent major research contributions to food and 
nutrition security issues to ensure summary 
access by Bulletin readers to new studies of 
significance to global, regional, and national 
food security policy makers and stakeholders. 
Christophe Béné, Senior Policy Advisor at the 
International Center for Tropical Agriculture 
(CIAT), published in 2020 an analysis of the 
resilience of local food systems in low and 
middle income countries in light of the 
challenges created by the COVID-19 pandemic. 
The review views that the main impact of the 
pandemic was that of the lockdowns and 
restrictions imposed by governments, and the 
effect of the subsequent loss of income on food 
security. Béné goes on to identify the main 
policy implications and lessons learned from the 
pandemic thus far to enhance global 
understanding of food system resilience and 
food security. Much of the analysis has clear 
pertinence to the challenges faced in Palestine.

Structures, Shocks, Stressors, 
and Resilience
The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on food 
security showed that food insecurity in low- and 
middle-income countries (LMICs) is the 
outcome of two main driving forces, the first 
being structural issues. Béné states that in 
LMICs, small-scale food processors and 
producers work with inadequate infrastructure, 
a largely informal method of operation, lack of 
access to financial services and increased 
dependence on weather conditions. The second 
set of factors, which reinforces the first, is that 
of shocks and stressors. Current food insecurity 
issues lay bare the inability of local food systems 
in LMICs to effectively recover from sudden 
shocks. When shocks such as natural disasters 
or stressors such as corruption take place, they 
influence the efficiency of all actors within a 
local food supply chain. The pandemic is an 
example of such shocks and stressors that inhibit 
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the operation of local and regional food systems, 
forcing us to closely examine the concept of 
local food system resilience. Resilience is 
fundamentally defined within food security, as 
the capacity of households and communities to 
ensure that shocks or stressors do not negatively 
impact long-term well-being and operation. 
LMIC local food systems are often dominated 
by informality. Producers commonly sell onto 
markets through informal middlemen, and the 
transactional process in retail is also marked by 
informality. The operations of producers and 
processors are often small in scale, and lack 
access to sufficient liquidity. The consumers of 
the products are both rural and urban populations 
that are often under or close to the poverty line. 
These are examples of structural issues faced by 
local LMIC food systems, which then makes 
them more susceptible to shocks and stressors, 
thereby undermining their resilience. Both of 
these types of pressures are familiar to 
Palestinian food producers and highlight the 
universality of the food and nutrition security 
challenge.

COVID-19 Impact and Responses
Although the full effect of the pandemic and 
consequent restriction remains to be seen, a 
common set of effects can be observed globally, 
and specifically within LMICs. Not all the 
effects are found simultaneously, or in the same 
place, but a pattern may be emerging. 
After the spread of the pandemic and the 
beginning of national lockdowns, producers 
(such as small-scale farmers or herders) faced a 
sudden disruption in the supply and/or prices of 
inputs, a decrease in demand and subsequent 
decrease in prices, and a shortage of labour. 
This reduced producers’ income and decreased 
food availability for retailers and consumers.
Processors faced a decrease in demand and a 
shift in food suppliers (with a potential decrease 
of quality) which decreased their income, and 
subsequently increased the risk of food safety 
issues for consumers. Retailers saw an increase 
in input costs and a shift in food suppliers, 
which also reduced their income and led to 
decreased food availability for consumers. 
Finally, consumers faced temporary or 
permanent loss of income, increase in food 
prices, and decreased availability of food, which 
in turn decreased their demand, therefore 
reducing income for producers, processors, and 
retailers. 
The impact of the pandemic shows the 
interconnectedness of all actors in the food 
chain and the consequent “ripple effect”, thus 
highlighting the importance of resilience. 
Resilience is understood to consist of certain 
capacities: financial assets, social capital, and 
human capital. Households, or other actors in 
the food system, draw on these resources in 
response to a shock or stressor. For example, 

evidence shows that for farmers, financial assets 
are their most significant resource in resilience, 
and social capital to a lesser extent. A lack of 
access to these resources lead to negative coping 
strategies, such as food borrowing and skipping 
meals for households. For retailers, negative 
coping strategies can be using unhealthy and 
cheaper supplies to maintain their supply when 
there is a decrease in demand. 
An example of negative strategies in the 
pandemic is at the consumer level, when 
households were faced with uncertainty, they 
resorted to hoarding and panic buying. As 
shown in the aforementioned “ripple effect”, 
these strategies then impact the entire food 
system chain, evidenced by the disruption in 
food supply at the beginning of the pandemic 
following the panic buying. More positive 
responses are exemplified in some farmers 
affected by the pandemic, that quickly switched 
to other input suppliers when their previous 
supplier faced a disruption. However, this is 
difficult to do without the aforementioned 
resources and capacities, as is often the case in 
LMICs. Additionally, there is a lack of research 
on which capacities and responses are most 
effective for market actors’ resilience in LMICs

Lessons
Taking into account the sources of food 
insecurity, the impacts of the pandemic, and the 
concepts surrounding resilience, a number of 
lessons can be derived from the COVID-19 
pandemic, all worthy of examination through 
the Palestinian food security lens. The first is 
differentiating between resilience and resilience 
capacity. Resilience capacities are the different 
elements and capacities food system actors can 
use in response to shock or stressor. Resilience 
is their ability to actually recover from that 
shock or stressor. Resilience capacities are the 
“input to the resilience process” while resilience 
is the outcome of those inputs. Resilience itself 
is difficult to measure, while resilience capacities 
(savings, assets, infrastructure, access to 
healthcare, etc.) are easier to measure and 
quantify. In order to understand the food system 
and its actors, the two must be differentiated. It 
is one thing to measure whether an actor has 
access to a certain set of capacities, and another 
to measure whether this then translates into 
effective resilience when faced with a shock. 
Therefore, the two concepts need to be 
distinguished in order to allow for effective and 
considered policy responses. When the effects 
of the pandemic on food security fully come to 
light, we will be able to assess which resilience 
capacities led to efficient long-term resilience, 
thereby leading to more effective resilience 
capacity building. 
The second lesson is to study all dimensions of 
resilience. For example, a commonly indicator 
used in measuring resilience is the Household 

Food Insecurity Access Scale (HFIAS) which 
measures the level of household access to food. 
If the HFIAS decreased after a shock or stressor, 
that would indicate the low resilience of 
households. However, that shock or stressor 
could affect more than just household access to 
food, but could also affect prices, quality, safety, 
etc. Merely studying the HFIAS would not 
capture all the dimensions of the impact of the 
shock/stressor, and would not allow us to 
accurately measure resilience. Therefore, 
multiple indicators and measures need to be 
taken into consideration to accurately 
understand resilience, and build impactful 
policy responses.
The third lesson is that the final effect of a 
specific shock on resilience is not merely due to 
the initial shock, but from a combination of the 
shock itself, and the responses actors enacted to 
mitigate the impact of the shock. This is clearly 
exemplified in the impact of the pandemic on 
food security thus far, where the main effect it 
has had was less to do with the virus itself but 
with the lockdowns and restrictions placed by 
governments thereafter. Hence resilience 
capacity calls for mobilizing resources beyond 
the rural, agricultural or poorest sectors, and its 
ability to actually ensure resilience can be 
highly dependent on external governance or 
market factors.

The final lesson is to recognize and appreciate 
“ripple effects”. To carry out an effective 
analysis of food system resilience, it is important 
to analyse how actors respond to shocks, and the 
subsequent impact these responses have on the 
actors’ own wellbeing, and that of the other 
actors in the system. Actors in food systems are 
highly dependent on one another, especially in 
the more interconnected and informal systems 
in LMICs. As shown thus far during the 
pandemic, an initial shock that affects one actor, 
triggers a ripple effect to all other actors, which 
can be harmful or beneficial. Therefore, policy 
makers that aim to improve the resilience of 
local food systems need to work on fostering 
synergies and “virtuous spirals” of positive 
responses and positive ripple effects to limit the 
negative impact of a shock or stressor. 
The prominent economist Paul Krugman has 
likened the social and economic impact of the 
pandemic to those of a natural disaster. Indeed, 
this timely study provides important suggestions 
for LMIC including Palestine in better 
rebuilding of capacities to safeguard and 
enhance food security, and in better preparedness 
for coming shocks, be they health, natural or 
conflict, in structurally fragile contexts.
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• Food Security: The World Food Summit (1996) established that 

“Food security exists when all people, at all times, have physical and 

economic access to sufficient, safe and nutritious food that meets 

their dietary needs and food preferences for an active and healthy 

life”. This widely accepted definition points out to the following 

dimensions of food security: Food Availability: The availability of 

sufficient quantities of food of appropriate quality, supplied through 

domestic production or imports (including food aid);

• Food Access: Access by individuals to adequate resources 

(entitlements) for acquiring appropriate foods for a nutritious diet. 

Entitlements are defined as the set of all commodity bundles over 

which a person can establish command given the legal, political, 

economic and social arrangements of the community in which they 

live (including traditional rights such as access to common resources);

• Utilization: Utilization of food through adequate diet, clean water, 

sanitation and health care to reach a state of nutritional well-being 

where all physiological needs are met. This brings out the importance 

of non-food inputs in food security;

• Stability: To be food secure, a population, household or individual 

must have access to adequate food at all times. They should not risk 

losing access to food as a consequence of sudden shocks (e.g. an 

economic or climatic crisis) or cyclical events (e.g. seasonal food 

insecurity). The concept of stability can therefore refer to both the 

availability and access dimensions of food security.

Food Security in Palestine: The Food Security Sector (FSS) in 

Palestine, co-led by the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) 

and the World Food Programme (WFP) in close cooperation with the 

United Nations Relief and Works Agency for the Near East (UNRWA) 

and the Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics (PCBS), classify 

Palestinian households within four categories with respect to food 

security (2014):

• Food Secure: Households that have sufficient food consumption, 

which they will be able to maintain without use of coping strategies 

while meeting their essential food and non-food needs;

• Marginally Food Secure: Households that risk not being able to 

maintain sufficient food consumption, and households that have 

adequate financial means but did not adapt their diet to an acceptable 

level;

• Moderately Food Insecure: Households that face issues with either 

the quantity or quality of food consumed, which they cannot address 

due to their limited financial means or without resorting to irreversible 

coping options;

• Severely Food Insecure: Households with a severe or significant 

consumption gap that they cannot counter through economic means 

or coping mechanisms.

Poverty in Palestine: The PCBS defines poverty using the budget of 

a standard household (five members: two adults and three children). 

There are two distinct poverty lines:

• Poverty Line: A standard household with a monthly budget below 

NIS 2,293 (2011) covering food, clothing, health care, education, 

transportation, and housekeeping supplies;

• Deep Poverty Line: A standard household with a monthly budget 

below NIS 1,832 (2011) covering food, clothing, and housing costs.

Standard of Living: The Standard of Living is defined as a 

household’s food consumption relative to its total consumption. The 

PCBS has divided the 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 (2015) measures hunger 

and malnutrition through four weighted indicators: undernourishment, 

child wasting, child stunning, and child mortality. The index ranks 

countries on a 100-point scale and divides them into five categories:

• Low Hunger: 0.0-9.9;

• Moderate Hunger: 10.0-19.9;

• Serious Hunger: 20.0-34.9;

• Alarming Hunger: 35.0-49.9;

• Extremely Alarming Hunger: 50.0-100.0.

Undernourishment: FAO defines undernourishment as being 

unable to acquire enough food to meet the daily minimum dietary 

energy requirements, over a period of one year.

Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs): In 2015, the UN countries 

adopted a set of 17 goals with 169 targets to end poverty, protect the 

planet, and ensure prosperity for all to be achieved between 2016 

and 2030 under the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development.

Human Development Index (HDI): The HDI is a summary 

measure of average achievement in key dimensions of human 

development: enjoying a long and healthy life; being knowledgeable; 

and having a decent standard of living. It is calculated based on four 

indicators: life expectancy at birth, mean years of schooling, 

expected years of schooling, and GNI per capita (Purchasing Power 

Parity $).

Consumer Price Index (CPI): The 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 by the PCBS 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 13%, and textiles, 

clothing and footwear 10%.

Food Price Index (FPI): The FPI compiled by FAO represents 

international prices of food commodities. It is calculated by taking 

the weighted average of five commodity group price indices: meat, 

dairy, cereals, oils, and sugar.

DEFINITIONS


