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Meszár Tárik 

Abstract 

In its latest analysis, the Eurasia Center investigates the food security crisis in the 
Middle East and North Africa, as well as the recent agreement between the United 
Nations and Turkey, as well as its potential impact. Following the outbreak of war 
between Russia and Ukraine, Western sanctions against Russia have led to a sharp 
increase in energy and food prices, which analysts believe will have a long-term 
impact on global energy and commodity markets. The Russian invasion has forced 
Ukraine to ban the export of wheat, oats, millet, buckwheat and other foods, in 
order to secure its own domestic food supply. It should be noted that in 2021, Russia 
and Ukraine together exported more than a quarter of the world’s wheat, and the 
following shortage severely strained the economies of major importers. They later 
decided to resume the export of Ukrainian grain, but were unable to handle cargo 
ships from the country’s crowded ports, raising concerns about global food 
supplies. The recent signing of an agreement to resume Ukrainian grain shipments 
to Turkey may offer some hope. However, the grain is not arriving on time in many 
Middle Eastern and African countries, calling the future success of the agreement 
into question. 

Keywords: Russian-Ukrainian war, UN-Turkish agreement, food security, Arab 
world, economy 

The impact of the Russian-Ukrainian war on food security in 
the Middle East and North Africa 

Millions of people in the Middle East and North Africa were already suffering the 
terrible consequences of hunger and malnutrition, long before the Covid-19 
pandemic disrupted supply chains and pushed back public spending. Now, the war 
in Ukraine is further exacerbating the lack of food security. According to the World 
Bank, in 2020, 20% of the world’s food-insecure people lived in the MENA region1, 
accounting for 6% of the global population. With millions of people living in 
extreme poverty in one of the world’s most unequal regions, rising food prices are 
likely to have a devastating impact. There is a cyclical relationship between food 
insecurity and conflict: Food insecurity exacerbates conflict, and conflict worsens 
the food security situation. 

The coronavirus pandemic has highlighted vulnerabilities in global supply chains, 
public health systems, and food and energy security. The Russian invasion of 
Ukraine has exacerbated these problems, increasing food insecurity and poverty 
around the world. In addition, Western sanctions against Russia have led to a 
dramatic increase in energy and food prices, with long-term implications for global 
energy and commodity markets. In 2021, Russia and Ukraine exported more than a 
quarter of wheat consumed globally. Arab countries in the Middle East and North 

https://www.greenpeace.org/international/story/53163/russia-invasion-of-ukraine-supercharging-food-insecurity-middle-east-north-africa/
https://www.greenpeace.org/international/story/53163/russia-invasion-of-ukraine-supercharging-food-insecurity-middle-east-north-africa/
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Africa need to import various grains, but these imports have been obstructed for 
many months now. Responses to this problem vary from country to country: 

• Resource-poor or conflict-ridden states needed (and still need) outside 
support (e.g. Lebanon, Yemen, or Syria); 

• The wealthier Gulf states are developing proactive strategies (e.g. the United 
Arab Emirates is investing more in local agricultural production, increasing 
storage capacity, diversifying food suppliers, and expanding agricultural 
investments in more fertile regions, while Saudi Arabia plans to produce 
durum wheat for domestic consumption; 

• North African countries (Morocco, Tunisia, Algeria) have imposed export 
bans, and are stockpiling; 

• Iraq, which is highly dependent on its oil exports, has sought new, distant 
suppliers (e.g. Australia). 

What is certain is that Arab states, already struggling economically, could face 
unprecedented food shortages and a food security crisis if the disruption to grain 
supplies continues. The Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) predicts an 
alarming increase in food prices and poverty rates in 2022 and 2023. If this happens, 
the region will likely face increasing waves of protests and instability. 

The agreement 

On 22 July, Ukraine, the United Nations, and Turkey (and indirectly Russia2) agreed 
to resume shipments after Russia’s invasion of Ukraine resulted in a cessation of 
grain exports as of 24 February, accelerating a global food crisis that has driven tens 
of millions of people to hunger, according to the United Nations. Recently, Russia, 
Ukraine, Turkey, and the United Nations have been working to develop appropriate 
procedures, in hopes that shipping and insurance companies can resume 
shipments of grain and fertilizer from the Ukrainian ports of Odessa, Chornomorsk 
and Yuzhny. This desire has now manifested itself in the conclusion of the 
aforementioned agreement. 

Ten ships that had been stuck in Ukraine since the beginning of the war finally set 
off with corn, soybeans, sunflower oil and sunflower flour. Two empty ships arrived 
in Ukraine, ready for more grain shipments. The largest cargo ship to date, the 
Ocean Lion, left the port of Chornomorsk on August 9 to deliver 64,720 tons of corn 
to South Korea, according to the Joint Coordination Center (JCC). The deal is 
overseen by the Istanbul-based JCC, comprising Turkish, Russian, Ukrainian and 
UN officials. UN stressed that the export deal is a commercial – not a humanitarian 
– operation, responding to market forces. 

The main points of the agreement: 

• All ships must be searched, in order to reassure Russia that no weapons are 
being smuggled into Ukraine. 

• Ships will be protected by a circular buffer zone ten nautical miles long, as 
they transit the maritime humanitarian corridor. 

• As long as the transports pass through the corridor, both sides shall abide by 
the rules of the ceasefire. 

• A Joint Coordination Center (JCC) shall be established. 

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.fao.org/worldfoodsituation/foodpricesindex/ar/
https://www.reuters.com/markets/commodities/un-backed-body-issues-shipping-procedures-ukraine-corridor-document-2022-08-08/
https://www.reuters.com/markets/commodities/un-backed-body-issues-shipping-procedures-ukraine-corridor-document-2022-08-08/
https://www.alhurra.com/syria/2022/08/11/%D8%A5%D8%B1%D8%B6%D8%A7%D8%A1-%D9%88%D8%B9%D9%82%D8%A7%D8%A8-%D8%AD%D9%85%D9%84%D8%A7%D8%AA-%D8%A3%D9%85%D9%86%D9%8A%D8%A9-%D8%A8%D8%A7%D8%AA%D8%AC%D8%A7%D9%87%D9%8A%D9%86-%D8%AA%D8%B9%D9%8A%D8%AF-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AA%D9%88%D8%AA%D8%B1-%D8%AC%D9%86%D9%88%D8%A8-%D8%B3%D9%88%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%A7
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What does this look like in practice? 

On 21 August, the Turkish Ministry of Defense announced that four ships loaded 
with grain had left Ukrainian ports under the Istanbul Agreement. They stated that 
two ships left the port of Chornomorsk, and two ships left the ports of Odessa and 
Yuzhny. According to the Ministry, on August 21, the joint team inspected the ships 
leaving Ukraine, as well as five ships taking on cargo in Istanbul. Turkish Defense 
Minister Hulusi Akar said that 656,349 tons of Ukrainian grain had been delivered 
under the Istanbul Agreement since the beginning of August. 

However, the delivery and reception of shipments does not always go smoothly. A 
Lebanese buyer of Ukrainian grain refused to buy the cargo already delivered. The 
main reason was that the buyer expressed concerns about the quality of the grain, 
due to a five-month delay in delivery, meaning that the seller now has to find a new 
buyer in Lebanon or the Middle East. “The ship owner is not happy about the case. 
It’s been six months of waiting. That is a big cost,” said the shipper, who requested 
anonymity. According to a spokesman for Lebanon’s Economy Ministry, the 
government was not involved in the sale of the goods, as they were purchased from 
a private supplier. The United Nations, which helped draft the grain export 
agreement, also does not interfere with the destination of ships from Ukraine, as 
these are commercial decisions, according to the secretary-general’s spokesman. 
This confusion highlights the challenges remaining for Ukrainian grain shipments, 
before normal operations can resume. 

Summary 

According to the United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization, Ukraine has 
one-third of the most fertile soils in the world, and 45% of its exports are of 
agricultural in nature. The country is one of the world’s leading exporters of 
sunflower oil, rapeseed, barley, corn, wheat and poultry. Most of the country’s wheat 
production comes from the areas of eastern Ukraine where the conflict is currently 
at its most severe. 

On 9 March 2022, Ukraine banned the export of grain and other food products, in 
order to prevent a humanitarian crisis in the country. However, the ban was lifted 
on 22 July of this year, and cargo ships have resumed transporting Ukrainian grain. 
These shipments are planned for poorer countries, which are currently struggling 
with the food crisis. However, the resumption of Ukrainian grain shipments does 
not necessarily mean a solution to the crisis. Food prices have risen enormously, 
and their possible future decline also depends on fuel prices, which have risen 
dramatically since January, and have skyrocketed after Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. 
Oil prices have a significant impact on grain and food prices, as they affect 
harvesting, production and transportation. For this reason, it is difficult to predict 
how the resumption of grain shipments from Ukraine will affect countries affected 
by the food crisis. What is certain, however, is that – provided there are no further 
significant disruptions to supply chains – it could bring considerable relief to 
countries currently facing food shortages. 

 
1 The Middle East and North Africa 
2 In reality, two separate agreements were signed, as the Russian and Ukrainian sides were unwilling 
to come to a common agreement. 

https://www.aa.com.tr/ar/%D8%AA%D8%B1%D9%83%D9%8A%D8%A7/%D8%A7%D9%86%D8%B7%D9%84%D8%A7%D9%82-4-%D8%B3%D9%81%D9%86-%D8%AD%D8%A8%D9%88%D8%A8-%D9%85%D9%86-%D8%A3%D9%88%D9%83%D8%B1%D8%A7%D9%86%D9%8A%D8%A7/2665935
https://www.aa.com.tr/ar/%D8%AA%D8%B1%D9%83%D9%8A%D8%A7/%D8%A7%D9%86%D8%B7%D9%84%D8%A7%D9%82-4-%D8%B3%D9%81%D9%86-%D8%AD%D8%A8%D9%88%D8%A8-%D9%85%D9%86-%D8%A3%D9%88%D9%83%D8%B1%D8%A7%D9%86%D9%8A%D8%A7/2665935
https://www.middleeasteye.net/news/lebanese-buyer-rejects-first-batch-ukrainian-grain
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2022-08-08/first-crop-ship-to-leave-ukraine-is-now-stuck-without-a-buyer
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2022-08-08/first-crop-ship-to-leave-ukraine-is-now-stuck-without-a-buyer
https://www.fao.org/3/cb9013en/cb9013en.pdf
https://www.alhurra.com/arabic-and-international/2022/07/22/%D8%A3%D9%86%D8%A8%D9%88%D8%A8-%D8%AA%D9%86%D9%81%D8%B3-%D8%AA%D9%81%D8%A7%D8%B5%D9%8A%D9%84-%D8%A7%D8%AA%D9%81%D8%A7%D9%82-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AD%D8%A8%D9%88%D8%A8-%D8%A8%D9%8A%D9%86-%D8%B1%D9%88%D8%B3%D9%8A%D8%A7-%D9%88%D8%A3%D9%88%D9%83%D8%B1%D8%A7%D9%86%D9%8A%D8%A7-%D9%88%D8%AA%D8%B1%D9%83%D9%8A%D8%A7

