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Meszár Tárik 

Abstract 

This analysis focuses on the growing food security crisis in the Middle East and 
North Africa. The coronavirus epidemic has highlighted vulnerabilities in global 
supply chains, public health systems, and food and energy security. The Russian 
invasion of Ukraine is exacerbating these problems, increasing food insecurity and 
poverty around the world. In addition, Western sanctions against Russia have led 
to a sharp rise in energy and food prices, which will have long-term impacts on 
global energy and commodity markets. The Russian invasion has forced Ukraine to 
ban the export of wheat, oats, millet, buckwheat and other foods for its own 
domestic food supply. It is worth highlighting that in 2021, Russia and Ukraine 
together exported more than a quarter of the world’s wheat. Any decline in these 
exports places a heavy burden on the economies of its major importers. 

Keywords: food security, food crisis, Middle East, North Africa, Russian-Ukrainian 
war 

Introduction 

Arab countries in the Middle East and North Africa are dependent on the import of 
various cereals, but these imports are now facing obstacles. Responses to the 
problem vary from country to country: resource-poor or conflict-ridden states (such 
as Lebanon, Yemen or Syria) require external support, more prosperous Gulf oil 
states (such as the United Arab Emirates or Saudi Arabia) are developing proactive 
strategies, North African countries (Morocco, Tunisia, Algeria) are banning exports 
and stockpiling their reserves, but have no long-term strategies, while Iraq, which 
earns high revenues from its oil exports, is looking for new, more distant suppliers 
(such as Australia). What is certain is that if the supply of cereals continues to 
stagnate, there could be an unprecedented food shortage and food security crisis 
in the Arab states, which are already failing economically. The Food and Agriculture 
Organization (FAO) has stressed that food prices and poverty rates will continue to 
rise at an alarming rate in 2022 and 2023. If this prediction proves accurate, the 
region is likely to face increasingly frequent protests and waves of instability. 

Low food prices = stability? 

The political stability of many Arab states in the Middle East and North Africa has 
long been based on their ability to provide low prices for bread and other basic 
foodstuffs, through a system of subsidies. The flare-up of food inflation, whether 
caused by external shocks or the abolition of subsidies, has often been 
accompanied by social discontent, leading to protests and, in more serious cases, 
revolutions. In Egypt, for example, bloody riots broke out after the abolition of bread 
subsidies in 1977, with similar events taking place in Arab countries. The 
combination of political fragility and high dependence on international food 

https://www.masrawy.com/news/news-ayamzaman/details/2015/1/20/431883/%D9%81%D9%8A%D8%AF%D9%8A%D9%88-%D9%88%D8%B5%D9%88%D8%B1-%D9%86%D8%A7%D8%AF%D8%B1%D8%A9-%D8%B9%D9%86-%D8%A7%D9%86%D8%AA%D9%81%D8%A7%D8%B6%D8%A9-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AE%D8%A8%D8%B1-18-19-%D9%8A%D9%86%D8%A7%D9%8A%D8%B1-1977
https://www.masrawy.com/news/news-ayamzaman/details/2015/1/20/431883/%D9%81%D9%8A%D8%AF%D9%8A%D9%88-%D9%88%D8%B5%D9%88%D8%B1-%D9%86%D8%A7%D8%AF%D8%B1%D8%A9-%D8%B9%D9%86-%D8%A7%D9%86%D8%AA%D9%81%D8%A7%D8%B6%D8%A9-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AE%D8%A8%D8%B1-18-19-%D9%8A%D9%86%D8%A7%D9%8A%D8%B1-1977
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markets results in social instability in many Middle Eastern states, often made more 
severe by rising global food prices. A good example of this is the series of revolutions 
that swept through the region in 2011 (Arab Spring), which coincided with the 
historic peak of the Food Price Index published by the United Nations Food and 
Agriculture Organization. Since December 2010, a revolutionary wave of peaceful 
and violent protests in Tunisia has spread rapidly to other states in North Africa and 
the Middle East, leading to the overthrow of autocratic regimes in Tunisia and 
Egypt, and protracted conflicts in Syria, Libya, and Yemen, as well as protests and 
clashes with government forces in many other countries. 

The effects of the Russo-Ukrainian war 

Covid-19 has already had a severe impact on the food crisis in Arab countries. The 
countries most severely affected by the pandemic are the ones already struggling 
with a food crisis. The pandemic has worsened the crisis in Afghanistan, Sudan, 
Syria and Yemen in terms of the amount, frequency and diversity of food consumed 
by children and families. 

According to the United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), 60% of 
the wheat in Egypt, Turkey, Bangladesh and Iran is purchased from Russia and 
Ukraine. The poorer countries in North Africa, Asia and the Middle East are heavily 
dependent on wheat imports, and are currently suffering from a significant lack of 
food security due to the Russian war in Ukraine. That said, the conflict could 
increase already high food prices not only there, but in much of the world. As the 
intensity and duration of the conflict are uncertain, “the likely disruptions to 
agricultural activities of these two major exporters of staple commodities could 
seriously escalate food insecurity globally, when international food and input prices 
are already high and vulnerable,” said Qu Dongyu, director general of the Rome-
based Food and Agriculture Organization. The UN agency also noted that Russia is 
the leading global manufacturer of fertilizer, and that the price of a key fertilizer 
component – urea – has more than tripled in the past 12 months. 

Also of concern is the uncertainty as to whether farmers in Ukraine will be able to 
harvest wheat in June. In Ukraine, the mass exodus of the population has reduced 
the number of agricultural workers. Access to agricultural land has thus become 
difficult. However, even if it were possible to harvest the wheat, the Ukrainian 
government closed the Black Sea ports and banned the export of wheat, oats, 
millet, buckwheat, and a number of additional food products, in an effort to prevent 
a crisis in its own country, and to stabilize the market. Ukraine’s export ban does 
not apply to major global stocks of corn and sunflower oil. Together with Russia, it 
accounts for 52% of the world’s sunflower oil export market. They account for 19% 
of global barley stocks, 14% of wheat and 4% of corn. 

Adding to the pressure is the fact that countries relying on wheat from Russia and 
Ukraine are likely to increase import levels. As mentioned before, wheat exports 
from these two countries rely heavily on several countries in both the Middle East 
and North Africa. We can state that the supply chain and logistics disruptions in 
grain production in Ukraine and Russia, as well as the restrictions on Russian 
exports, will have significant consequences for food security. 

https://www.fao.org/worldfoodsituation/foodpricesindex/ar/
https://www.unicef.org/mena/press-releases/food-crisis-likely-worsen-middle-east-and-north-africa-covid-19-continues
https://www.aljazeera.com/amp/economy/2022/3/11/food-crisis
https://www.aljazeera.com/amp/economy/2022/3/11/food-crisis
https://www.aljazeera.com/amp/economy/2022/3/11/food-crisis
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Recommendations from international organizations 

According to various international organizations such as Greenpeace, national 
governments need to develop and fund public policies to build long-term resilience 
and strengthen the food sovereignty of local communities. This includes reducing 
industrialized food production, and working to produce healthy food for people. 
Moving towards a sustainable food system based on food sovereignty and organic 
farming is critical to the future of people and the planet. Most countries worldwide 
need to play a proactive role in reducing the impact of climate change. This 
includes mitigation and adaptation plans, and ensuring that rich polluting 
countries meet their commitments to pay for the devastating losses and damage 
caused by the climate crisis. 
According to Human Rights Watch, a global food crisis can only be tackled through 
international cooperation. Food-exporting countries need to address their national 
needs, but they will also need to work with import-dependent countries to create 
alternative supply chains as soon as possible. Exporting governments need to 
carefully balance export restrictions to protect the right to domestic food, while 
minimizing their impact on food supplies and prices in other countries. Sanctions 
against Russia or the withdrawal of companies from the country should take into 
account the impact on agricultural exports, if it affects the food security of the 
population. Governments should adopt safeguards to minimize negative effects, or 
should take additional measures to offset the expected and controlled impact of 
sanctions on food security. 
Furthermore, Human Rights Watch notes that importing governments must work 
to make nutritious food affordable and accessible to all, which is more important 
than ever due to rising food prices. Many governments in the region have abolished 
food and bread subsidies in recent years, and even those that continue to do so, 
such as Egypt and Tunisia, are considering eliminating or reducing them. The 
current crisis highlights the risk that such changes could exacerbate food 
insecurity by raising food prices, especially if they are not accompanied by stronger 
social protections that provides adequate income for everyone to buy food. Some 
countries, such as Libya, have introduced or strengthened price controls to cope 
with this crisis. Within this context, the crisis in Ukraine further highlights the need 
for the governments of the Middle East and North Africa to establish, expand or 
increase social protection systems in order to ensure that everyone in the region 
can enjoy a decent standard of living, including the right to food and social security. 
Governments and international institutions need to increase humanitarian aid to 
countries without the resources to ensure their people’s right to food. 

Arab countries’ reactions to the crisis 

The reactions to the problem can be divided into two groups: 
1. Commodity-rich Gulf oil states (such as the United Arab Emirates or Saudi 

Arabia) are developing proactive strategies. They are experimenting with 
producing drought-resistant durum wheat varieties, and intend to become 
self-sufficient within a few years. In addition, strategies have been developed 
to rely much less on Russian and Ukrainian grain in the near future. This 
mainly means improving irrigation systems, increasing agricultural land, and 
managing it more efficiently. 

https://www.greenpeace.org/international/story/53163/russia-invasion-of-ukraine-supercharging-food-insecurity-middle-east-north-africa/
https://www.hrw.org/ar/news/2022/03/21/381463
https://www.hrw.org/ar/news/2022/03/21/381463
https://www.alarabiya.net/aswaq/economy/2022/04/03/%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B3%D8%B9%D9%88%D8%AF%D9%8A%D8%A9-%D8%AA%D8%AE%D8%B7%D8%B7-%D9%84%D8%A7%D9%86%D8%AA%D8%A7%D8%AC-%D9%82%D9%85%D8%AD-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AF%D9%8A%D9%88%D8%B1%D9%85-%D8%A8%D9%83%D9%85%D9%8A%D8%A7%D8%AA-%D8%AA%D8%BA%D8%B7%D9%8A-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A7%D8%B3%D8%AA%D9%87%D9%84%D8%A7%D9%83-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%AD%D9%84%D9%8A
https://www.alarabiya.net/aswaq/economy/2022/04/03/%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B3%D8%B9%D9%88%D8%AF%D9%8A%D8%A9-%D8%AA%D8%AE%D8%B7%D8%B7-%D9%84%D8%A7%D9%86%D8%AA%D8%A7%D8%AC-%D9%82%D9%85%D8%AD-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AF%D9%8A%D9%88%D8%B1%D9%85-%D8%A8%D9%83%D9%85%D9%8A%D8%A7%D8%AA-%D8%AA%D8%BA%D8%B7%D9%8A-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A7%D8%B3%D8%AA%D9%87%D9%84%D8%A7%D9%83-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%AD%D9%84%D9%8A
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2. The second group consists of resource-poor states or those affected by 
conflict (such as Lebanon, Yemen or Syria) and in need of external assistance. 
Some of these countries have food protectionist policies (such as the Arab 
countries of North Africa) banning the export of basic foodstuffs and 
stockpiling and dispensing their food reserves. Iraq, an oil exporter, is looking 
for new, distant suppliers (such as Australia). Egypt had a good harvest this 
year, boosting the country’s strategic wheat reserves for nine months and 
giving it some time. The war-torn Arab states (Syria, Yemen) are in a truly 
critical situation, however, as is Lebanon, which is on the brink of economic 
collapse. These states would be unable to overcome the food crisis without 
outside help. 

Conclusion 

Consumers are feeling the effects of falling exports and sharply rising prices, not 
only in Europe but also in the Middle East and Africa. Many countries in the Middle 
East and North Africa have inadequate social protection systems that are unable to 
protect people’s economic rights and cannot help them cope with rising prices. 
Countries that are already struggling with a crisis and widespread food insecurity, 
such as Yemen, Lebanon and Syria, are particularly at risk. The war in Ukraine, like 
the Covid-19 pandemic, highlights the fragility of our current food system and its 
over-reliance on fossil fuel chemicals and global trade, and draws attention to the 
need for a more flexible, local and diverse food system. The Russo-Ukrainian war 
has revealed the fault lines of industrial and commodity-based food production and 
farming. According to the UN agency, the simulations show that the number of 
malnourished people could increase by 8-13 million globally in 2022-2023, especially 
in Asia, sub-Saharan Africa, the Middle East and North Africa. If the conflict leads to 
a sudden and lasting decline in food exports from Ukraine and Russia, it could 
further increase pressure on international commodity prices, to the detriment of 
economically vulnerable countries. 

https://www.world-grain.com/articles/16785-drought-forcing-iraq-to-increase-wheat-imports
https://www.madamasr.com/en/2021/12/22/feature/politics/the-state-and-subsidized-bread-stuck-between-a-strained-budget-and-public-anger/
https://reliefweb.int/report/syrian-arab-republic/special-report-2021-fao-crop-and-food-supply-assessment-mission-syrian
https://apnews.com/article/russia-ukraine-business-europe-economy-agriculture-df5ed70d8a8111e3f0eb4402cf0474c6
https://eurasiacenter.hu/2022/05/05/libanon-a-csod-szelen/
https://eurasiacenter.hu/2022/05/05/libanon-a-csod-szelen/

