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Foreword
The past decade has been marked by multiple, often overlapping, crises. The COVID-19 pandemic, various 

natural disasters, and the ongoing war in Ukraine have all threatened the fabric of our global food sys-

tems. This string of crises has left an indelible mark. In too many places, progress in reducing poverty and 

malnutrition has been reversed, with long-term implications for people’s health and livelihoods. While in 

some ways our food systems have also proved surprisingly resilient, as both the private and public sectors 

have stepped up to meet new needs, the challenges are huge. As climate change worsens and geopoliti-

cal strife grows amid the threat of more frequent pandemics, crises may well become more common and 

more devastating.

Now is the time to rethink how we address food crises. Many governments, donors, and international 

organizations have called for moving beyond humanitarian responses that are implemented only after a cri-

sis begins, toward better prediction, preparation, and resilience building that will make future crises less 

devastating. While discussions of a humanitarian-development-peace approach have been underway for 

years, this report aims to provide a solid policy basis for moving forward.

The 2023 Global Food Policy Report explores a growing body of evidence on how diverse policy 

responses can reduce both the immediate and longer-term impacts of food crises, and improve livelihoods, 

incomes, and food security and nutrition for the future. Drawing on research from IFPRI and other CGIAR 

centers, it provides evidence-based policy recommendations for governments, donors, and nongovern-

mental organizations.

We hope that this year’s report will help shape a transformation in how we respond to the shocks that 

threaten our food systems, by contributing evidence and policy options to inform discussions among local, 

national, and global policymakers. We look forward to engaging with many partners around the world to 

expand this research work and support action for better crisis response.

JOHAN SWINNEN
Director General, IFPRI

Managing Director, Systems Transformation, CGIAR
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KEY MESSAGES 
Calls to rethink responses to food crises have arisen from recent overlap-
ping shocks to food systems — including the COVID-19 pandemic, increased 
food prices, conflicts, and natural disasters — and from concerns that crises 
are becoming more frequent, complex, and protracted. Now is an oppor-
tune moment to develop more permanent responses to food crises, guided 
by strong evidence on the impact of policies, programming, tools, and gov-
ernance approaches. Drawing on research from IFPRI and colleagues, this 
report provides a broad set of evidence-based recommendations for better 
predicting and preparing for crises, addressing crises when they occur, and 
building equity and the resilience of food systems. 

	■ Early warning systems can facilitate preemptive, rapid, and 
context-appropriate responses, provided they are well coordinated and 
based on frequent monitoring of key indicators and understanding of 
how structural risks can aggravate shocks to food security.

	■ Anticipatory action frameworks, which help prepare and organize 
humanitarian aid before crises strike, show promise both for mitigating 
crises and supporting long-term development efforts.

	■ Agrifood value chains can support livelihoods and food security during 
crises when governments maintain a business environment that fosters 
flexibility and technical and financial innovation, and provide essential 
infrastructure and targeted assistance for at-risk value chain actors.

	■ Social protection systems are essential to reducing the impact of crises; 
they can build resilience prior to a crisis and facilitate recovery when 
they are flexible, shock-responsive, and carefully targeted. Integrating 
social protection with gender and climate goals can further empower 
women and promote sustainability.

	■ Improvements in collecting gender-disaggregated data, particularly 
amid crises, and tracking progress toward clear gender targets can 
promote gender equality. Likewise, including women’s voices in policy-
making and programming decisions can help ensure that crisis responses 
improve rather than erode gender equality.

	■ Forced migration can create both challenges and opportunities for 
development. Migrants can provide benefits for both the host and 
sending communities when policies facilitate their integration into host 
communities and support those who remain.

	■ The resilience of food systems depends critically on good governance; gov-
ernance determines the ability to implement and sustain effective policies 
and programming to offset negative shocks, curb incentives for violent con-
flict, and support the functioning of markets and private sector investments.

	■ Recent events have highlighted the need for crisis response funding 
to be expanded and used more efficiently. Repurposing agricultural 
support funds and better leveraging private sector funds could bolster 
investment in long-term resilience.

CHAPTER 1

The Road to Resilience
Rethinking Responses to Food Crises
JOHAN SWINNEN AND KATRINA KOSEC
Johan Swinnen is managing director, Systems Transformation, CGIAR, and director 

general, International Food Policy Research Institute (IFPRI). Katrina Kosec is a senior 

research fellow, Development Strategies and Governance Unit, IFPRI.
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I n 2022, the world faced multiple crises. Globally, 

disruptions to food systems continued amid a 

protracted pandemic, major natural disasters, 

civil unrest and political instability, and the grow-

ing impacts of climate change, all while the war 

in Ukraine exacerbated a global food and fer-

tilizer crisis. Yet some aspects of food systems 

have proved surprisingly resilient in the face of 

crisis. The International Food Policy Research 

Institute’s (IFPRI’s) 2021 Global Food Policy Report: 

Transforming Food Systems after COVID-19 

showed, for example, that adopting new business 

models helped to keep food value chains function-

ing during the pandemic, and expanding social 

protection programs reduced negative impacts on 

food security.

Moving forward, a range of promising 

approaches have already been identified to pro-

mote resilience along with other development 

goals. For example, IFPRI’s 2022 Global Food Policy 

Report: Climate Change & Food Systems out-

lines several policies, such as rural access to clean 

energy, trade reforms, and landscape governance, 

that address climate change while also supporting 

poverty reduction and food security. While these 

advances hold potential, the global community 

still needs a better understanding of how food sys-

tems and their various actors respond to crises, and 

which policy interventions could successfully sup-

port households and food value chains in different 

countries and crisis contexts.

Over many years, IFPRI has built a wealth of 

evidence on policies, programming, tools, and 

approaches that reduce hunger and poverty and 

promote sustainable development and wom-

en’s empowerment, including during crises. With 

this report, we present some of our most recent 

research in response to the growing call for a 

more holistic approach to preparing for, detect-

ing, averting, mitigating, and responding to crises. 

Heeding this call will require a shift from simply 

responding to crises with humanitarian assistance 

to a concerted approach that strengthens the 

humanitarian-development-peace nexus, supports 

and empowers the most vulnerable, and builds 

more resilient food systems for the future.

In this first chapter, we highlight the vulnerability 

of food systems to frequent and damaging shocks 
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that are affecting growing numbers of people. The 

chapter presents key recommendations from the 

report’s thematic chapters, which explore how gov-

ernments and other key stakeholders can better 

prepare for and respond to shocks and crises. We 

also consider the cornerstones of a more effective 

response to crises: effective governance and suf-

ficient and flexible funding. The regional section 

of the report reviews how crises have impacted six 

major world regions in recent years, and how these 

developments signal new challenges and opportu-

nities. We hope this report helps to advance a new 

paradigm for crisis mitigation and response, one 

that facilitates robust recovery and improved stabil-

ity for all.

VULNERABILITY OF FOOD 
SYSTEMS AND FOOD SECURITY

Food systems were facing threats well before the 

COVID-19 pandemic. In the years before the pan-

demic, global development progress had started 

stagnating and even reversing in some places — a 

marked change following several decades of dra-

matic declines in hunger and poverty. In 2014, 

572 million people were undernourished — a 

record low. But by 2019, this number had grown to 

618 million, largely due to conflict, weather-related 

disasters, and economic downturns in many coun-

tries (Figure 1).1

During the past few years, multiple shocks have 

worsened this reversal in progress. The pandemic 

triggered a global recession, widespread labor 

shortages, food losses, and transport bottlenecks, 

which affected both the quantity and quality of 

available food. This likely increased the number of 

undernourished by 196 million people, raising the 

total to 768 million by 2021.2 In 2020, an astound-

ing 3 billion people could not afford a healthy diet.3 

This constellation of factors also set back achieve-

ment of gender equality by more than 30 years, 

as measured by changes in the World Economic 

Forum’s Global Gender Gap Index between 2020 

and 2022.4

As the recovery from COVID-19 began, prices 

surged for food, fuel, and fertilizer, creating new 

Figure 1  Prevalence and number of undernourished worldwide, 2000–2021

Source: FAO, IFAD, UNICEF, WFP, and WHO, The State of Food Security and Nutrition in the World 2022 (Rome: FAO, 2022).

Note: Values for 2021 are projected; the figure shows the mid-point of the projected ranges. These figures reflect chronic hunger; see Chapter 2 on different 

measures of food insecurity.

Number of people undernourished Prevalence of undernourishment

18%

796

572

7.8%

618

768

9.8%

8%

13%

16%

14%

12%

10%

6%

8%

900

800

700

600

500

300

400

Pe
rc

en
t

M
ill

io
ns

2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021

8    ﻿Rethinking  Responses to   Food  Crise



Box 1	 FOOD AND FERTILIZER CRISIS, 2021–2022

In 2021, food prices rose to their highest levels in a decade as a result of weather shocks, strong demand associated with 
recovery from the COVID-19-induced recession, lingering supply chain disruptions, and record low inventories for wheat, corn, 
and soybeans. High natural gas and coal prices also pushed fertilizer prices to record highs. In the aftermath of the February 
2022 invasion of Ukraine, food and fertilizer prices spiked even further, causing serious harm not only to wheat-importing 
countries, many in the Middle East and North Africa, but also to many other low- and middle-income countries. Even though 
many international commodity prices began to fall by mid-2022, they still remain above the historical pre-COVID-19 average, 
and domestic inflation remains rampant in many low-income countries.1

The impacts on food and nutrition security and poverty are likely to be dire. Simulations run by IFPRI researchers show 
that the global price shocks may have caused national poverty headcount rates to rise by as much as 7.7 percentage points and 
undernourishment by up to 4.4 percentage points.2 In Egypt, for example, 48 percent of households have already reported 
eating less food to reduce expenses, and 75 percent have reported eating less chicken and eggs, key sources of protein.3

The outlook for 2023 remains critical.4 Global stock-to-use ratios for grains remain at or below the lows of recent years. 
These could reach critical levels if global staple food production falls due to greatly reduced harvests in Ukraine, projected 
drought conditions in the Southern Hemisphere, decreased fertilizer application resulting from relatively high fertilizer 
prices, new weather shocks, or other shocks caused by the war in Europe or elsewhere (Figure). Moreover, many low-income 
countries face significant macroeconomic problems, and the share of low-income countries in debt distress has increased 
by 60 percent since 2015. Efforts to respond to this crisis could be improved with robust early warning systems, donor 
transparency and coordination, and a shift toward crisis resilience.

Global ending stocks, excluding China

Source: Data from US Department of Agriculture, Foreign Agricultural Service, Production, Supply, and Distribution online, 

accessed January 2023.
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problems that were exacerbated when Russia 

invaded Ukraine in February 2022. International food 

prices subsequently rose another 32 percent,5 and 

fertilizer prices tripled (Box 1).6 Of the countries that 

were already in a food crisis in 2021, more than half 

depended on Russia and Ukraine for wheat imports, 

heightening risks for their populations.7 International 

food and fertilizer prices have since fallen but remain 

high by historical standards, and many low- and 

middle-income countries (LMICs) are plagued by ris-

ing domestic inflation and depreciating currencies. 

As a result of these compounding crises, as many 

as 205 million people in 45 countries experienced 

crisis-level acute food insecurity or worse by 2022, 

a number that has nearly doubled since 2016.8 Most 

recently, in early 2023, a severe earthquake killed 

tens of thousands across Syria and Turkey and left 

many homeless, further intensifying the level of crisis 

for these countries.

Shocks to food systems can take many different 

forms and vary dramatically in their impacts. When 

they lead to severe disruptions that cause a surge in 

acute food insecurity, these shocks are deemed a 

food crisis (see Chapter 2 for the technical definition 

of a food crisis). Whether a community, country, or 

region is resilient to a shock — or is at risk of a food 

crisis — depends on many factors. Past experiences 

show that crises rarely arise from isolated shocks 

to food systems. They are often compounded, and 

their negative effects intensified, by long-term 

sources of fragility, including poverty, climate 

change, gender and social inequalities, poor gover-

nance and lack of trust in public sector institutions, 

and lack of social cohesion.

Threats from climate change loom especially 

large for many countries, especially those in Africa. 

Climate change is rapidly intensifying, increasing 

pressure on food systems, rural livelihoods, and 

ecosystems more broadly.9 While some places may 

benefit from a longer growing season amid ris-

ing temperatures, changing weather patterns and 

advancing desertification have reduced the aver-

age growth in agricultural productivity by as much 

as 21 percent since 1961. This decline in growth, 

which is expected to worsen, is most harmful to 

tropical agriculture.10

Climate change is also triggering more fre-

quent and extreme weather events (Figure 2), with 

Figure 2  Trends in extreme weather events, droughts, and floods, 1900–2022

Source: Data from EM-DAT, accessed January 2023. https://emdat.be/

Note: Extreme weather includes severe storms, tornadoes, sandstorms, and extreme temperatures, among other events.

250

200

150

100

50

0
1900 1910 1920 1930 1940 1950 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000 2010 2020

Droughts FloodsExtreme weather events

N
um

b
er

 o
f e

ve
n

ts

10    ﻿Rethinking  Responses to   Food  Crise

https://emdat.be/


devastating impacts on food systems and human 

lives, especially in more densely populated and 

water-scarce regions of LMICs. In 2022, flooding 

in Pakistan displaced more than 33 million peo-

ple, and an ongoing drought in the Horn of Africa 

killed 7 million livestock.11 Climate change, along 

with poor agricultural practices, can increase the 

risk of plant diseases, pests, and zoonotic diseases. 

Projections from IFPRI’s IMPACT model find that 

65 million more people will be undernourished by 

2030 and as many as 72 million more by 2050 with 

climate change, as compared to a scenario without 

climate change.12

Climate change also affects conflict and dis-

placement in multiple ways.13 In 2020, about 

three-quarters of internally displaced people 

(IDPs) were forced to relocate by disasters — mostly 

weather-related.14 Conflict accounts for the other 

quarter, including in Somalia and Yemen, where 

famine warnings have recently been issued. In 

many places, conflict and climate change both 

contribute to crisis situations, most notably in 

Syria, Afghanistan, and South Sudan, where num-

bers of IDPs and refugees are high. Countries 

enduring conflict are particularly vulnerable to 

climate-induced shocks,15 which can act as a threat 

multiplier that further increases insecurity, vio-

lence, and migration as resources become scarce. 

Recent events highlight this complex relationship: 

of the more than 200 million people facing acute 

food insecurity in 2022, most live in protracted 

crisis situations — that is, situations marked by pro-

longed civil strife and conflict, repeated weather 

shocks, and economic decline, or some combina-

tion thereof.16

UNEQUAL IMPACTS

ECONOMIC VULNERABILITY
Recent crises highlight the vast differences in how 

food system shocks affect the rich and the poor — 

both countries and their vulnerable populations. 

In general, LMICs have fared worse throughout 

many recent shocks, due to limited budgets to 

enact stimulus and social protection measures, 

reduced remittances from high-income countries, 

and rapidly rising import bills for food and agri-

cultural inputs. Within these countries, vulnerable 

populations bear the brunt of crises. These 

groups — which include rural smallholders, the 

urban poor, the landless, IDPs, and refugees — can 

be made even more vulnerable by other com-

pounding factors, such as gender, age, ethnicity, 

and social class.

Food system shocks are felt most severely 

in fragile and conflict-affected settings, where 

1.5 billion people currently live. The 2021 UN 

Food Systems Summit (UNFSS) underscored this 

burden, noting, “most hungry people are in fragile 

and conflict-affected places…[where] it is espe-

cially difficult to transform food systems and to 

meet the needs of the most vulnerable and mar-

ginalized people.” On average, 30 percent of 

people in countries facing protracted crisis situa-

tions live in extreme poverty — a situation that can 

prevent them from adapting to and recovering 

from shocks.17

Coping strategies can affect food and nutri-

tion security, as well as long-term well-being. 

Shifting to cheaper, less nutritious staple foods, 

for example, is a common coping response 

among the poor, a practice that has increased 

amid pandemic-related food shortages and ris-

ing prices driven by the Russia-Ukraine war. Other 

damaging strategies include selling off produc-

tive assets and reducing spending on education 

and health — particularly for girls. Earlier marriage 

of girls is another response that leads to last-

ing harm.18 Migration, either voluntary or forced, 

can have negative health implications and create 

challenges for livelihoods and access to produc-

tive resources, for both migrants and their host 

communities. However, migration can also help 

households escape crises, diversify risks, and 

expand income-generating activities.19

Forced migrants — including IDPs and refu-

gees — are among the most vulnerable. By 2022, 

a projected 103 million people were forcibly 

displaced worldwide (Figure 3). Of this group, 

80 percent experienced acute food insecurity and 

high levels of malnutrition.20 Russia’s invasion of 

Ukraine has triggered Europe’s largest refugee cri-

sis since World War II, with nearly 8 million people 

fleeing the war. Despite this, LMICs host 83 percent 

of the world’s international refugees, many of whom 

have been displaced for years and even decades.21 
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The number of IDPs is almost double that of inter-

national refugees, with about half living in Syria, 

Colombia, the Democratic Republic of the Congo, 

and Yemen.

GENDER AT THE CENTER OF FOOD CRISES
Women are disproportionately harmed by cri-

ses, given the structural and normative barriers 

that limit their resilience and ability to respond 

effectively. More so than for men, shocks reduce 

women’s access to food and dietary diversity, 

decision-making power within their households, 

assets, services like healthcare, and physical safety, 

and also deepen their time poverty.22 These vul-

nerabilities stem from women’s already limited 

access to resources, technologies, and services — 

which is intensified by shocks and crises — as well 

as to channels of power and influence that could 

help them benefit from crisis response policies and 

programming.23

Rural women in LMICs face barriers not only 

to accessing land, water, and other productive 

resources,24 but, just as importantly, to accessing 

and benefiting from complementary resources, 

technologies, and services needed for agricultural 

production and participation in the food system.25 

For example, having less social capital can limit 

women’s access to technology (such as modern 

agricultural inputs, mechanization, labor-saving 

technologies, and information and communications 

technology [ICT]), agricultural extension and advi-

sory services, and financial services (credit, formal 

savings, and insurance). Crises can intensify these 

gender gaps — as resources become increasingly 

scarce, women’s access is likely to decline further. 

Shocks can also intensify the burden of unpaid 

care work for women, such as providing food, col-

lecting water, and caring for the sick, and increase 

gender-based violence.

Shocks and crises can also disrupt critical social 

protection structures and support. For exam-

ple, extreme weather events or a pandemic like 

COVID-19 can prevent women from accessing 

government identification cards needed for relief 

programs, or make it difficult to collect payments. 

In times of crises, governance structures may also 

prove more dysfunctional or reduce funds for 

social protection.

Figure 3  Forcibly displaced people worldwide

Source: UNHCR, Refugee Data Finder, updated October 2022. https://www.unhcr.org/refugee-statistics/

Note: Includes internally displaced people as of end-2021, refugees as of mid-2022, asylum-seekers as of mid-2022, and other people in need of international 

protection as of mid-2022.
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Migration further complicates gender issues. 

Women and girls account for about 50 percent 

of IDPs and refugees, but in some places they 

make up a much larger share. In addition, children 

account for more than 40 percent of all displaced 

people.26 However, when women remain at origin 

and men migrate — as often occurs with eco-

nomic shocks — women may shift from contributing 

as family workers to become primary farmers.27 

Without access to key resources or greater 

decision-making power, this increase in responsibil-

ities and workload can leave women worse off.28

A WAY FORWARD: BUILDING 
ON WHAT WORKS

Although the rise in food insecurity and poverty is 

alarming, food systems showed major strengths 

during recent crises. Understanding these 

strengths can help stakeholders rethink the way 

forward and build on successes as they respond to 

new crises.

In recent decades, a range of transformational 

developments has increased the resilience of food 

systems. Trade has helped countries to secure alter-

native suppliers during supply shocks, though export 

restrictions during crises can still pose a threat.29 

Urbanization and rising incomes in LMICs have 

sparked demand for more diverse foods, including 

animal-source foods and fruits and vegetables. In 

response, value chains have expanded and diversi-

fied, potentially improving the ability to meet food 

and nutritional needs in the face of shocks, while 

creating new livelihood opportunities. Value chains 

also provide inputs and services to rural producers, 

which can increase resilience in the agriculture sec-

tor. In rural and urban areas, social safety nets have 

been more widely adopted, providing food security 

and better economic opportunities for women and 

men. In many places, the growing empowerment of 

women has strengthened their decision-making role 

in food systems, helping them to derive greater ben-

efits from these systems.

In addition, efforts have been expanded to pre-

dict crises and proactively reduce their impacts 

through programming and effective gover-

nance and institutions. Several new approaches 

have been tested around the world, including 

anticipatory action programs, forecast-based 

financing, and the scaling-up of innovative social 

safety nets. The upward trend in migration has, 

when managed well, expanded job opportunities 

(particularly for youth) and helped households sup-

port their livelihoods, make investments, and build 

resilience.30 Taken together, these developments 

warrant policies that capitalize on their capacity to 

support resilience.

A NEW, MORE PERMANENT RESPONSE

As the world reflects on lessons learned from recent 

food system shocks, now is an opportune moment 

to rethink our approach to food crisis response by 

building on existing innovations and exploring new 

solutions. Traditional crisis response has focused on 

humanitarian and emergency food aid, but a more 

systematic and sustainable approach is needed to 

address protracted crises, which are likely rising.31 

Research tools are already available to the interna-

tional community and national governments to help 

them not only predict, monitor, and respond to cri-

ses, but also to govern for resilience and equity. 

Shifting toward longer-term and more permanent 

“crisis resilience” is critical.

The thematic chapters in this report explore 

some of the promising policies, programming, and 

tools for developing a strong response to increas-

ing and intensifying shocks. These can help us 

better predict and prepare for crises, address cri-

ses when they occur, and build more resilient and 

equitable food systems.

PREPARING FOR CRISES
Early warning systems, especially in combina-

tion with anticipatory action efforts, can facilitate 

both immediate humanitarian responses and the 

integration of aid with longer-term development 

strategies. Existing systems must be improved 

to better address the growing complexity of 

crises, including climate-related events and con-

flict situations.

Early-warning, early-action (EWEA) systems 

alert policymakers and international humanitar-

ian agencies to sudden and significant increases 

in acute food insecurity, signaling food crises, 

and provide guidance on where and when to 
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target humanitarian efforts. A timely and effective 

response depends on accurately identifying and 

tracking different food crisis situations; understand-

ing how they affect different populations, sectors, 

and places; and addressing the pressures exerted 

on people and food systems.

Multiple systems are already monitoring chronic 

and acute food insecurity as well as trends in agri-

food markets, such as sudden changes in the prices 

of international agricultural commodities and fer-

tilizers. This information is extremely useful, but 

ideally it should be consolidated and improved to 

shape responses more precisely. This will require 

filling gaps in monitoring and analysis, particu-

larly to understand and track the drivers of crises 

in diverse contexts, including compound crises. 

It will also require better integration of existing 

systems to ensure that policymakers and others 

receive clear, timely warning signals of potential cri-

ses and guidance on priority setting. Finally, new 

processes are needed that allow for faster classifi-

cation and response to crises, especially to identify 

famine, where immediate response is most cru-

cial. Chapter 2 considers the role of early warning 

systems in crisis response and suggests ways to 

assist policymakers with defining and prioritiz-

ing responses.

The vast majority of humanitarian response is 

activated after a crisis occurs, delivering life-saving 

aid but at relatively high costs. During crises, 

rapid response is critical to reach households 

before they deplete savings or engage in dam-

aging coping strategies, and before widespread 

repercussions occur, such as increased fragility. 

Anticipatory action frameworks help prepare and 

organize humanitarian aid before crises strike by 

allocating funds, responsibilities, and supplies in 

advance. These frameworks, along with innovative 

forms of humanitarian assistance, show promise 

for mitigating crises at lower costs and supporting 

longer-term development efforts. Once triggered 

by an early warning system, the anticipatory action 

plan can be implemented smoothly and without 

lengthy delays.

Anticipatory action requires monitoring data 

that illuminate risks, exposure, and vulnerability; 

information services that can reach vulnera-

ble people and advise them on how to respond; 

and a clear decision support system, especially 

in fragile settings where government authority 

may be weak. Its effective delivery also depends 

on robust governance arrangements, which can 

ensure appropriate targeting and deployment. 

When more broadly conceived, anticipatory action 

can help shift the focus of crisis response toward 

longer-term resilience and development by incor-

porating nutrition-sensitive programming, making 

use of local procurement, and supporting local 

institutions and more permanent safety nets. This 

approach could play a crucial role in mitigating 

food system shocks, but currently makes up only a 

small percentage of humanitarian aid.

To increase adoption of these programs, more 

data and research are needed on the effectiveness 

of different humanitarian assistance approaches 

and anticipatory action programs for protecting 

food and nutrition security — particularly in fragile 

and conflict-affected settings. Chapter 3 discusses 

the potential of anticipatory action and innovative 

types of humanitarian assistance, how these can 

align with development strategies, and how further 

data collection and analysis can support them.

CREATING RESILIENT FOOD SYSTEMS
Social protection systems, including safety net 

programs that provide food or cash transfers, can 

both build resilience prior to a crisis and facili-

tate crisis recovery. They are most effective when 

they are flexible, shock-responsive, and well tar-

geted. Before a crisis, safety nets help households 

and communities build assets, increase productive 

investments, and diversify income sources. During 

crises, social safety nets can prevent negative cop-

ing strategies that pose risks to long-term health 

and livelihoods. Many LMICs have dramatically 

expanded their social safety nets in recent years, 

but as the COVID-19 pandemic and recent food 

price spikes showed, coverage is low in the poor-

est countries, and many cannot access these safety 

nets — particularly the urban poor.

A proactive approach is needed to develop 

social protection systems that are highly adap-

tive, flexible, and inclusive, and can be quickly 

expanded when crises strike. Support can be 

scaled up more quickly and effectively by inte-

grating these “shock-responsive” social protection 
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systems with EWEA systems and humanitarian 

aid, and creating unified and digitized targeting 

systems. In addition, integrating social protec-

tion with gender and climate goals can further 

empower women and promote environmental sus-

tainability. Given the great need to expand safety 

net programs, new ways to cover costs should be 

explored, such as integration with green financing 

schemes, as well as ways to reduce implementa-

tion costs, including cash transfers and mobile 

payments. Chapter 5 considers the role of social 

protection in both resilience building and cri-

sis response, exploring how these programs have 

evolved over time and how best to ensure their 

longevity by examining financial realities, new 

modalities, and a greater focus on inclusion.

The successful functioning of food systems 

relies on agrifood value chains, including the pro-

duction, processing, transport, and marketing of 

food. These value chains differ greatly in their struc-

ture and local contexts, which in turn affects the 

impact of shocks and value chain responses. Given 

these differences, crisis responses are likely to be 

more effective when tailored to the type of shock, 

the particular context and value chain, and if possi-

ble, the size of the affected enterprises.

The experience of the COVID-19 pandemic 

highlights the importance of flexibility for all types 

of value chains and their actors. Almost every-

where, food-related businesses that were able 

to digitize and develop new marketing mecha-

nisms amid pandemic-related restrictions proved 

hardier that those that were not.32 Private sector 

actors can increase their businesses’ resilience by 

investing in improved and innovative tools, such 

as climate-smart agriculture and new forms of 

insurance. Governments can provide support by 

creating a regulatory and business environment 

that fosters value chain innovations and ensures 

that women-owned enterprises can take advan-

tage of them. Governments can also support an 

open trade policy to facilitate the diversifica-

tion of value chains. Before and during crises, 

government monitoring can help to ensure the 

continuation of private trading and guide it 

where needed.

Chapter 4 explores the strengths and vulner-

abilities of value chains, with a close look at the 

differences in how crises affect various actors, 

including small and large enterprises and those 

owned by women and men. It shows how the 

capacity to innovate and policies that allow trade 

and innovation to continue are critical to both quick 

recovery and long-term resilience.

SUPPORTING AND EMPOWERING 
THE MOST VULNERABLE
Building resilience among the most vulnera-

ble populations, particularly women and forced 

migrants, can reduce the impact of crises when 

they occur and speed recovery. Food system resil-

ience must therefore include a strong focus on 

enhancing livelihoods and inclusion. These efforts 

must prioritize the needs of the most vulnerable in 

the short term, ensuring access to food and vital 

services, but also build their resilience and capacity 

for the longer term.

Empowering women amid crisis situations 

is particularly important, given that they shoul-

der a disproportionate share of negative impacts 

and often deplete their assets or compromise 

their diets as a coping mechanism. A first step 

to increase equity involves improving the qual-

ity of gender-disaggregated data collected 

before and during crisis situations, including on 

women’s access to programs meant to support 

them. Innovative methods, such as phone sur-

veys, can facilitate data collection in fragile and 

conflict-affected settings. When decision-makers 

have more specific information about the different 

women who are enduring various negative effects, 

policies and programming can be tailored to bet-

ter support them. Effective policy responses along 

with legal protections will also need to account 

for the barriers that women face to participat-

ing in food systems, their domestic work burdens, 

and the likelihood of gender-based violence, all of 

which are likely to increase amid crises.

Efforts must also be made to increase women’s 

political participation and amplify their voice and 

agency in their communities. In particular, wom-

en’s voices must be included in peace processes 

and high-level positions where policymaking and 

programming decisions are made, so that cri-

sis responses improve rather than erode gender 

equality. Such policy responses can empower 
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and create opportunities for women while also 

addressing the adverse impacts of crises. Finally, 

supporting women’s access to resources and tech-

nologies, including mobile phones, can help them 

better weather crises.

Being explicit about gender targets and track-

ing progress is central to promoting gender 

equality amid crises. For the long term, effec-

tive gender-focused interventions including 

cash transfers, self-help groups and other civil 

society organizations, and/or technical and voca-

tional training, among others, can help women 

in diverse settings build resilience to shocks and 

crises. Chapter 6 explores what we know about 

the gendered impacts of crises, reviews the 

most important data gaps, and provides recom-

mendations for ensuring that crisis responses 

address inequities.

Conflict and climatic and economic crises often 

trigger forced migration (Chapter 7), creating chal-

lenges and opportunities for migrants and their 

sending and host communities. Although people 

forced to migrate often face high risks and food 

insecurity, migration can play an important role 

in improving individual livelihoods and economic 

development. Forced migrants and refugees have 

been shown to make positive contributions to their 

host communities’ economies, and remittances 

to sending communities can provide substantial 

benefits as well.33 Thus, all stand to benefit from 

policies that facilitate economic and social integra-

tion, including cash transfers, training programs, 

and the right to work and choose a place of resi-

dence. However, forced migration can strain host 

communities when resources and opportunities 

are limited, requiring efforts to limit migration 

from sending communities while strengthening the 

absorptive capacity of host communities.

Governments, NGOs, and development orga-

nizations can better address the root causes of 

forced migration through innovative data collection 

and research, especially on irregular migration and 

the needs of women. They can build the capacity of 

host communities by investing in infrastructure and 

services and designing policies that expand the 

benefits of migration and limit harms. Innovative 

approaches hold great potential to accelerate the 

transition from humanitarian action to longer-term 

development, such as by aligning social protection 

and climate action objectives to mutually sup-

port peace, security, and sustainability. Attention 

must also be paid to those who remain behind, 

because they often lack the resources or social net-

works needed for migration, and are least capable 

of recovering from a crisis. Chapter 7 reviews key 

facts about forced migration and provides rec-

ommendations to ensure that policies increase 

the benefits of migration and reduce detrimental 

impacts on migrants, host communities, and send-

ing communities.

FOUNDATIONS FOR BETTER 
CRISIS RESPONSE

Improving international and national responses to 

food crises cannot be done without accountable 

governance and effective institutions, policies, and 

programming, as well as reliable funding and over-

sight to ensure that responses address immediate 

needs and long-term resilience.

GOVERNANCE
Effective governance at all levels is critical to advanc-

ing early warning, anticipatory action, and policy 

responses that are sustainable and responsive to 

the compounding drivers of crisis. Institutions and 

public sector incentives must support government 

accountability (that is, responsiveness to citizens’ 

needs and preferences), as well as the equitable, 

reliable, and cost-effective provision of infrastruc-

ture and services. This requires making the best use 

of government investments (rather than wasting 

or squandering them), and ensuring the effec-

tive deployment, communication, and continuity 

of anticipatory action, humanitarian assistance, 

social protection, and other programs that are criti-

cal to averting and addressing shocks and crises.34 

Effective governance can also minimize market dis-

ruptions and incentivize private sector investments 

to promote resilience. Finally, it can more broadly 

contribute to trust and social cohesion to help 

avoid internal conflicts and future crises.35 The pil-

lars of the UN’s far-reaching Sendai Framework for 

Disaster Risk Reduction integrate good governance 

structures, and many measures of crisis prepared-

ness include some version of governance, whether 
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viewed as the provision of planning services or 

effective communication between leaders and their 

citizens.36 In many instances, good governance 

mechanisms have been shown to improve disaster 

preparedness.37

Many promising approaches exist to build effec-

tive governance. For example, transparency and 

the free flow of information, including through ICT 

that connects government with citizens, can help 

make governments more accountable.38 Improving 

the incentive environment for bureaucrats and 

frontline service providers can ensure that they 

are hired and promoted for delivering what mat-

ters to citizens. Education, training, and transparent 

policymaking can help guarantee that the voices of 

women and other vulnerable groups are included 

in crisis responses to broadly support gender 

equality and social inclusion. To hold governments 

accountable, international and local actors can use 

research tools to track social, economic, and envi-

ronmental risks and to monitor and evaluate policy 

responses to crises.

FINANCING MECHANISMS FOR CRISIS 
PREVENTION, PREPAREDNESS, AND RESPONSE
The developments of the past few years have 

dramatically increased the need for better crisis 

response funding. In 2023, the UN Office for the 

Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs appealed for 

US$52 billion in funding for humanitarian assistance 

and protection, a 461 percent increase since 2012. 

Funding received in 2022 amounted to $24 billion, 

or only 47 percent of the need.39 Governments 

were forced to spend record amounts on social 

protection in response to compound crises, even 

as programs faced disruptions due to these very 

shocks. In 2022, 170 economies announced, imple-

mented, or enhanced more than 1,000 social 

protection and associated programs to mitigate 

the impacts of inflation, a fourfold increase from 

April 2022 to December 2022. About $711 billion, 

equivalent to 0.7 percent of global GDP, was 

invested in social protection in 2022.40

This funding must be increased to meet grow-

ing needs. Although some crisis funding increased 

in 2022 — such as the International Monetary Fund’s 

(IMF’s) opening of a temporary food shock window 

to quickly channel funds to countries impacted by 

the global food crisis — far more is needed, espe-

cially for crisis preparedness, resilience building, 

and support for humanitarian-development-peace 

approaches. Smart investments to build resil-

ient food systems, while costly, are far more 

cost-efficient and effective than reacting to crises 

after they occur.

The finance lever of the UNFSS estimates 

that it would cost between US$300 billion and 

$400 billion per year through 2030 to transform 

food systems for sustainability and resilience.41 

Some of this investment can be used to expand 

credit market access to smallholders and small 

and medium enterprises in LMICs. Credit can pro-

vide these businesses with a short-term financial 

cushion during shocks and an opportunity for 

long-term investment in resilience-enhancing tech-

nology and practices. For example, producers can 

use credit to invest in solar power, cold storage, 

or drought-resistant crop varieties that will help 

address climate threats. At the national and inter-

national levels, financial flows should be redirected 

toward more crisis-resilient technology, prac-

tices, and infrastructure. Forecast-based finance 

schemes, currently being implemented by some 

agencies, could be expanded and deployed in 

fragile settings for beneficiaries and locations that 

have been identified ahead of time.

A key strategy to redirect these funds involves 

repurposing the more than $600 billion in global 

spending that goes for agricultural support. 

Currently, much of this financing supports activi-

ties that are inefficient and unsustainable. Some 

funds could be reallocated to incentivize the adop-

tion of more sustainable practices such as no-till 

farming, and invested in agricultural research and 

development aimed at traditional targets such as 

productivity gains, as well as new targets such as 

improved resilience.42

Policymakers can also do more to shift private 

investment toward crisis prevention and resilience, 

given that private sector investment in food sys-

tems far outweighs that of governments. Both the 

quantity and quality of private sector funding for 

resilience can be improved by creating an enabling 

environment for private sector actors to invest, 

and incentivizing investments that support liveli-

hoods and sustainability. Business opportunities 
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to implement Sustainable Development Goal 

actions related to food and agriculture could gar-

ner $2.3 trillion annually for the private sector by 

2030, while requiring an annual investment of only 

$320 billion.43 Conversely, enacting rules for private 

investors, such as requiring publicly traded compa-

nies to disclose environmental and climate-related 

risks, could more closely align financial incentives 

with the SDGs and the Paris Climate Agreement.44 

Development banks could also use their funds to 

de-risk and crowd-in private investment through 

blended finance or food systems bonds. For exam-

ple, the Bridgetown Agenda, promoted at the 

recent climate COP27, called for $500 billion in IMF 

Special Drawing Rights to be used to attract private 

investment in resilience for low-income countries at 

the frontlines of the climate crisis.45 Ultimately, all 

such changes to current financial flows would pre-

vent even greater future costs in the form of crisis 

response, economic disruption, and loss of life.

CONCLUSION

The first years of this decade exposed the many 

vulnerabilities of our food systems, which employ 

2 billion people and sustain and nourish all of 

the world’s 8 billion people.46 Food systems are 

not only susceptible to increasingly complex and 

compounding shocks, but are also closely inter-

twined with other essential systems — climate and 

environmental services, trade and the economy, 

infrastructure, governance, healthcare, and social 

protection. Failures within these systems can cause 

crises in our food systems, and in turn, weaknesses 

in our food systems can drive environmental degra-

dation, conflict, economic disruptions, and poverty 

and inequity.

Using food systems to build a more proactive 

response to disaster — one that is anticipatory, flex-

ible, and inclusive — can produce multiple benefits 

for food and nutrition security, poverty, liveli-

hoods, equality, and political stability. The process 

of building and improving crisis responses should 

be rooted in high-quality evidence: robust data, 

state-of-the-art tools, and policy analyses and sce-

narios developed by research organizations and 

networks like IFPRI and CGIAR. This evidence 

can help policymakers, donors, the international 

development community, and the private sector to 

move quickly in times of need. Increasing crises in 

human systems and the natural world will not abate 

in coming years — the time to step up our efforts to 

develop a more permanent, sustainable response 

is now.
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Now is an opportune 
moment to rethink our 
approach to food crisis 

responses by building on 
existing innovations and 
exploring new solutions.



KEY MESSAGES
	■ Early-warning, early-action systems provide alerts of potential food 

crises — identified as sudden and substantial increases in acute food 
insecurity — as well as guidance to policymakers and international 
development agencies about needs for humanitarian action.

	■ Use of different methodologies and varying coverage of vulnerable 
populations mean different early warning systems for acute food inse-
curity can yield dissimilar estimates of the severity of food crises.

	■ Local food security monitoring systems are poorly connected to sys-
tems that track global food and agriculture market trends. Monitoring 
of acute food insecurity and chronic food insecurity are poorly inte-
grated at the country level. This leads to differing interpretations of the 
nature and magnitude of food crises.

	■ Existing systems pay insufficient attention to structural vulnerabilities 
that determine how different shocks, including global price shocks, 
affect food insecurity in particular contexts and compound other causes 
of acute food insecurity, such as poverty, conflict, and climate change.

	■ Famines are the catastrophic expression of severe food crises. Today’s 
famine-like contexts are mostly driven by conflict. Conflict typically 
impedes the data collection required by existing protocols for declaring 
famine, which can delay humanitarian action, at the expense of a pre-
ventable human toll.

To increase the effectiveness of early warning systems, it is important to:

	■ Expand the country coverage and frequency of consensus-based acute 
food insecurity analysis.

	■ Revise the protocol for declaration of a famine to ensure it is operational 
in conflict-affected locations.

	■ Better integrate the various types of early warning systems for food 
crises through much stronger collaborative efforts across responsible 
international organizations, with support from the research commu-
nity and in consultation with policymakers, development agencies, and 
local actors.

	■ Improve monitoring of risk factors and structural causes of crises to sup-
port the development of real-time early warning systems that are able 
to anticipate and potentially help prevent food crises through timely 
and well-targeted responses.

	■ Strengthen analysis of factors driving crises in particular places — 
including global supply and price shocks, how these are transmitted 
to local contexts, what structural vulnerabilities increase or mitigate 
their impact, and how they affect acute and chronic food insecurity — to 
inform long-term responses that build resilience and reduce the risk of 
food crises.

CHAPTER 2

Food Crisis Risk Monitoring
Early Warning for Early Action
ROB VOS, ARIF HUSAIN, FRIEDERIKE GREB, 
PETER LÄDERACH, AND BRENDAN RICE
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G lobal and national agrifood systems are vul-

nerable to a variety of shocks that have caused 

major disruptions to food production, mar-

kets, and livelihoods over the past two decades, 

and have set back efforts to reduce poverty, food 

insecurity, and malnutrition. Currently, the world 

is contending with the global repercussions of the 

Russia-Ukraine war. In many countries, the impact 

of the war is compounded by local conflict, weather 

shocks, lingering effects of COVID-19, macro-

economic instability, and weak coping capacity. 

These concurrent crises have led to a sharp rise in 

both acute and chronic food insecurity since 2017, 

especially in developing countries. According to 

estimates from the United Nations agencies, chronic 

food insecurity — measured as the number of people 

with prolonged insufficient food energy intake — 

rose from around 573 million in 2017 to as many as  

828 million in 2021 (Figure 1A). Acute food insecu-

rity — measured as food deficiency affecting lives at 

any given point in time — almost doubled between 

2016 and 2022, from 108 million people in 2016 

to 205 million in 2022 in 45 food crisis countries 

(Figure 1B). Estimates of the World Food Programme 

(WFP), which considers more countries, suggest that 

as many as 349 million people in 79 countries faced 

acute food insecurity in 2022.1

This rapid rise in food insecurity has placed 

tremendous pressure on governments and human-

itarian and development partners to respond, 

despite limited financial resources. These actors 

are also hindered by insufficient information 

needed for prioritizing policies, investments, and 

other interventions and for balancing responses to 

immediate impacts with investments in longer-term 

resilience. Governments and international agen-

cies increasingly need more effective early warning 

systems that provide timely and accurate pro-

jections to inform policies for immediate and 

longer-term responses.

Multiple early warning systems exist to monitor 

food crisis risks. Among those that directly monitor 

acute food insecurity, there is considerable overlap 

and sometimes seemingly conflicting information 

because of differences in methods, population 

coverage, and frequency of data collection. Other 

warning systems focus on global food and agricul-

tural market trends, providing useful information 

Food Crisis Risk Monitoring    21



Figure 1  Chronic hunger and acute food insecurity

A. PEOPLE FACING CHRONIC HUNGER, 2000–2021

B. PEOPLE FACING CRISIS-LEVEL OR WORSE 

ACUTE FOOD INSECURITY, 2016–2022
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Source: For Figure 1A, FAO, IFAD, UNICEF, WFP, and WHO, The 

State of Food Security and Nutrition in the World 2022 (Rome: FAO, 

2022); For Figure 1B, FSIN and GNAFC, 2022 Global Report on Food 

Crises: Joint Analysis for Better Decisions (Rome: 2022); and FSIN 

and GNAFC, 2022 Global Report on Food Crises: Mid-Year Update 

(Rome: 2022).

Note: In Figure 1A, numbers for 2020 and 2021 indicate the pro-

jected range. In Figure 1B, number for 2022 is projected.
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about risks to (global) food availability and afford-

ability, but do not directly link to national and 

localized food security risks. Better integration of 

these types of early warning systems and expanded 

capacity for data collection and analysis of complex 

drivers of food insecurity are needed to inform pol-

icies and rapid action to reduce the impact of, or 

even prevent, food crises.

This chapter provides an overview of the main 

early-warning, early-action (EWEA) systems now in 

place for identifying food crisis risks and inform-

ing responses. We describe what works, as well as 

the shortcomings of present systems. The chapter 

then discusses how better integration of currently 

disjointed food crisis monitoring and analysis mech-

anisms could create a more effective, real-time 

monitoring mechanism for identifying and under-

standing global and national threats to food security. 

This would allow not only swift palliative action 

but — importantly — could also inform the design of 

preventative and preemptive responses that create 

resilient food systems and livelihoods and reduce 

food crisis risks. As such, it would overcome the costly 

drawbacks of traditional approaches that limit early 

action to  humanitarian assistance, which saves lives 

but does not address the structural vulnerabilities that 

may contribute to the recurrence of food crises and to 

the protracted nature of many food crisis situations.

EARLY WARNING SYSTEMS

Food security is a growing global concern demand-

ing policy solutions. A “food crisis” is generally 

identified when rates of acute food insecurity surge 

at the local, national, or global level (Box 1).2 Of the 

45 countries and territories covered in the most 

recent Global Report on Food Crises, 10 reported 

that the number of people facing acute food insecu-

rity increased by more than 50 percent during 2022, 

owing to escalating food prices, weather extremes, 

and conflict or insecurity (Figure 1B).3 For exam-

ple, at present, a compound crisis is unfolding in the 

Horn of Africa, where an unprecedented multisea-

son drought that began in late 2020, combined with 

conflict, displacement, and macroeconomic shocks, 

has put the region on the brink of famine.

Increases in global food prices can be an import-

ant driver of food insecurity, though the impacts 

are mediated by local conditions and vulnerabili-

ties. Food prices surged in 2021 as markets faced 

supply bottlenecks during the COVID-19 recovery 

and spiked further in the first half of 2022 as a con-

sequence of the Russia-Ukraine war.4 Countries 

already facing protracted food crises before the 

pandemic and the war have been hardest hit by the 

recent surge in food prices (see Chapter 1, Box 1). 

Populations in all 45 crisis contexts saw the cost of a 

Box 1	 DEFINING FOOD INSECURITY

Food insecurity is broadly defined as the lack of secure access to sufficient safe and nutritious food needed for normal human growth and 
development and for an active and healthy life.1

Chronic food insecurity describes a situation where people are unable to meet their minimum food requirements (usually defined as 
minimum intake of calories) over a sustained period of time — usually over the course of a year or longer. Chronic food deprivation is most 
closely associated with “hunger,” that is, the prevalence of undernourishment, as monitored by the Food and Agriculture Organization of the 
United Nations (FAO) and other international organizations.2

Acute food insecurity is defined as any manifestation of food insecurity at a specific point in time of a severity that threatens lives, livelihoods, 
or both, regardless of the causes, context, or duration.3 Acute food insecurity is highly susceptible to change and can manifest in a population 
within a short amount of time, as a result of sudden changes or shocks that affect determinants of food insecurity and malnutrition.4 Acute 
food insecurity can be transitory, in the sense that it reflects a short-term or temporary inability to meet food consumption requirements 
related to sporadic crises, which suggests a capacity to recover. However, situations of severe acute food insecurity often emerge in contexts 
where widespread chronic food insecurity already exists and where affected people have little to no capacity to recover without assistance.
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basic food basket increase by at least 10 percent by 

April–June 2022 (up from the five-year average), but 

people in Ethiopia, Haiti, Sierra Leone, South Sudan, 

Sudan, Syria, Yemen, and Zimbabwe faced annual-

ized food cost increases of more than 75 percent.5 

Many are also suffering high general price inflation 

(driven by the cost of energy and other basic needs), 

further eroding their purchasing power.

Most food crisis countries are highly depen-

dent on food imports and have little capacity to 

insulate their populations from imported food infla-

tion, given their low foreign currency reserves, high 

public debt burdens, and/or depreciating national 

currency. International support to address this con-

straint (such as through additional aid, debt relief, or 

improved access to contingency financing) is often 

overlooked as a necessary companion to food assis-

tance. Even if this support comes, it typically arrives 

late and is inadequate, as we saw during the 2022 

food crisis — when the IMF opened its Food Shock 

Window only after food prices had been falling 

for more than four months. Consequently, govern-

ments of food crisis countries have little scope to 

expand social protection or other support to vulner-

able populations. Protracted civil strife and weather 

shocks have compounded economic woes in many 

of these countries, such that the total number of 

people facing acute food insecurity at crisis level or 

worse (Box 2) in 45 food crisis countries increased 

from 155 million in 2020 to 205 million by mid-2022.6 

In Afghanistan, South Sudan, Somalia, Yemen, and 

parts of the Democratic Republic of the Congo 

(DRC), more than half of the analyzed populations 

at risk are considered to face acute food insecurity 

or worse, and famine warnings have been issued for 

Somalia and Yemen (Figure 2).

We focus here on two main types of early warn-

ing systems: acute food insecurity early warning 

Figure 2  Share of analyzed populations in crisis-level or worse acute food insecurity in 45 countries/territories, 2022

Source: Reproduced from FSIN and GNAFC, 2022 Global Report on Food Crises: Mid-Year Update (Rome: 2022).

<5%

Percentage of the analyzed populations (ranges) in Crisis or worse (IPC/CH Phase 3 or above) or equivalent

10–24.99% ≥50% Country not selected for analysis

5–9.99% 25–49.99% No 2022 data Indicates migrants/refugee populations 
(color coding as shown in key)
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systems, which directly estimate degrees of food 

insecurity; and agricultural market information early 

warning systems, which focus on supply and mar-

ket conditions that could endanger food security. 

In addition, we indicate how these systems relate to 

the monitoring of chronic food insecurity. Figure 3 

(and Table A.1 at the end of the chapter) charts the 

most important early warning systems by type of 

information provided (food insecurity or agricul-

tural markets) and frequency of monitoring (annual, 

weekly, or daily). We discuss these below.

ACUTE FOOD INSECURITY EARLY WARNING 
MECHANISMS
Existing EWEA systems, developed and run 

by several international agencies, humanitar-

ian organizations, and governments, have been 

instrumental in monitoring acute food insecu-

rity as well as the drivers of food insecurity spikes 

in local contexts. These systems have been use-

ful in identifying the need for food assistance and 

other humanitarian and development aid to stave 

off the worst consequences of food crises. The 

Integrated Food Security Phase Classification/

Cadre Harmonisé (IPC/CH), often referred to as 

the gold standard for classifying degrees of food 

insecurity,7 uses a five-phase scale, with Phase 

3 considered “crisis level,” where emergency 

food assistance is needed; Phase 4 is desig-

nated “emergency,” with urgent action needed 

to save lives; and Phase 5 identifies a “catastro-

phe,” or famine (Box 2). The USAID-supported 

Famine Early Warning Systems Network (FEWS 

NET) incorporates IPC/CH indicators in its 

forward-looking analyses of populations at risk of 

acute food insecurity.

The warning systems that monitor current food 

insecurity conditions in countries identified as 

Figure 3  Agricultural market and food insecurity early warning systems by type and frequency of information

Source: Table A.1 (end of this chapter) and N. Haan, M. Van Dijk, and W. Rossi Cervi, Food Security and Agriculture Information Systems 

Landscape Analysis (London: CASA and UK Aid for the Foreign Commonwealth & Development Office, 2021).

Note: FSP1, FSP2, FSP3, and FSP4 refer to, respectively, IFPRI’s Food Security Portal’s (1) commodity price and volatility monitoring system; 

(2) trade and fertilizer restrictions trackers; (3) domestic food price tracker, and (4) vulnerability dashboard and food crisis risk monitoring panel. 

VAM1, VAM2, and VAM3 refer to, respectively, WFP’s (1) VAM/HungerMap LIVE and nowcasting tool; (2) CARI; and (3) Market Monitor.

Fr
eq

ue
nc

y 
o

f i
nf

o
rm

at
io

n

R
ea

l t
im

e
M

o
n

th
ly

In
fr

eq
ue

n
t

Type of information

Food securityMixtureAgricultural

FSP1
FSP2

FSP3

FAS

AMIS

GEOGLAM,
CropWatch 

GIEWS

FAOSTAT

IPC/CH

FEWSNET

VAM2

VAM 3
FSP4

VAM1

Agricultural information systems Mixed information systems Food security information and early warning systems

Food Crisis Risk Monitoring    25



at-risk — including IPC/CH and FEWS NET — typ-

ically provide only annual or, at best, quarterly 

assessments, which international aid agencies 

consider too infrequent to adequately address 

acute situations. Both mechanisms rely on com-

binations of primary and secondary information 

sources to identify vulnerable populations accord-

ing to the IPC/CH classification system. The Food 

Security Information Network (FSIN) and the Global 

Network Against Food Crises (GNAFC) are import-

ant users of these monitoring mechanisms. FSIN 

integrates data from IPC/CH, FEWS NET, WFP, 

and other sources to reach interagency consensus 

about acute food insecurity situations and reports 

its assessments in the semi-annual Global Report 

on Food Crises. The GNAFC, which brings together 

multiple donors and international and regional 

organizations, uses the report’s findings to priori-

tize places for assistance.

While the various acute food insecurity early 

warning systems are similar, they take different 

approaches to generating alerts. IPC/CH looks 

at the current acute food insecurity situation 

and then projects improvement or deteriora-

tion based on evidence and consensus of expert 

opinion convened at the country level (including 

Box 2	 THE INTEGRATED FOOD SECURITY PHASE CLASSIFICATION (IPC): 
CONSENSUS-BASED IDENTIFICATION OF FOOD CRISES

IPC sets a common standard and shared language for classifying the severity of acute food crisis situations using a five-phase scale, and 
provides information on the number of people affected and on the drivers of food insecurity.1 IPC classifications at the country level are 
based on a convergence of evidence, which works from the premise that various unrelated sources and types of data can “converge” toward 
strong conclusions. The Cadre Harmonisé (CH) is the IPC-compatible measure applied to food security conditions in West Africa. We refer to 
IPC/CH as one entity in this chapter. The table describes the five phases of acute food insecurity and the type of priority action expected from 
governments and the international community for each situation.

IPC/CH acute food insecurity phase description and priority response objectives

Phase Phase description and priority response objectives

Phase 1
None/Minimal

Households are able to meet essential food and nonfood needs without engaging in atyp-
ical and unsustainable strategies to access food and income. Action required to build resil-
ience and for disaster risk reduction.

Phase 2
Stressed

Households have minimally adequate food consumption but are unable to afford some 
essential non-food expenditures without engaging in stress-coping strategies. Action 
required for disaster risk reduction and to protect livelihoods.

Phase 3
Crisis

Households either have food consumption gaps that are reflected by high or above-usual 
acute malnutrition, or are marginally able to meet minimum food needs but only by deplet-
ing essential livelihood assets or through crisis-coping strategies. Urgent action required 
to protect livelihoods and reduce food consumption gaps.

Phase 4
Emergency

Households either have large food consumption gaps that are reflected in very high acute 
malnutrition and excess mortality, or are able to mitigate large food consumption gaps but 
only by employing emergency livelihood strategies and asset liquidation. Urgent action 
required to save lives and livelihoods.

Phase 5
Catastrophe/Famine

Households have an extreme lack of food and/or other basic needs even after full employ-
ment of coping strategies. Starvation, death, destitution, and extremely critical acute mal-
nutrition levels are evident. (For Famine classification, area needs to have extreme critical 
levels of acute malnutrition and mortality). Urgent action required to revert/prevent wide-
spread death and total collapse of livelihoods.

Source: Reproduced from FSIN and GNAFC, 2022 Global Report on Food Crises: Joint Analysis for Better Decisions (Rome: 2022).
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key stakeholders from national governments, the 

United Nations, and nongovernmental agencies).8 

FEWS NET projects how risk factors — such as 

rainfall, price changes, conflict, and harvest pros-

pects — are likely to affect the extent and severity 

of acute food insecurity in the near term, typically 

an eight-month period.9 FEWS NET’s analysis fur-

ther differs from IPC’s in that it does not include a 

consensus-based process.

The Vulnerability Analysis and Mapping 

(VAM) instrument, which includes Food Security 

Assessments, a Market Monitor, and a Seasonal 

Explorer, is a central element of WFP’s early 

warning mechanism. The VAM brings together 

assessments of household-level food security con-

ditions, local and global market trends in food 

supply and prices, harvest prospects, and food 

security risks associated with geopolitical and eco-

nomic shocks (VAM1 in Figure 3). The system now 

also experiments with mobile technology, artificial 

intelligence, and data analytics to facilitate near 

real-time food security monitoring across countries, 

accessible through the HungerMap LIVE.10

Like FEWS NET, WFP’s monitoring mechanisms 

combine geospatial, economic, and household 

data to analyze food security in the organization’s 

80 countries of operation. For its acute food inse-

curity assessments, WFP uses its Consolidated 

Approach for Reporting Indicators of Food Security 

(CARI, referred to as VAM2 in Figure 3), which 

combines food consumption scores, economic 

capacity indicators, and data on livelihood cop-

ing strategies to generate snapshots (“nowcasts”) 

of existing acute food insecurity.11 Nowcasts are 

used to identify the need for emergency interven-

tions, including where and how food assistance 

is needed. WFP’s assessments are used as inputs 

to the acute food insecurity estimates of all the 

countries covered by IPC/CH, but also cover many 

more food insecurity contexts. As a result, WFP’s 

global estimate for the number of people facing 

crisis-level or worse acute food insecurity is much 

higher, 349 million in 79 countries in 2022 com-

pared with 205 million in 45 countries identified in 

the Global Report.

WFP’s assessments feed into its internal cor-

porate alert system to trigger early responses. 

At the same time, drawing on information from 

IPC/CH and VAM1, the Food and Agriculture 

Organization of the United Nations (FAO) and WFP 

also issue joint early warnings on acute food inse-

curity through quarterly identification of “hunger 

hotspots,” with country-specific recommendations 

for anticipatory action and emergency response.12 

These early warnings are based on projections of 

populations at risk, considering the presence of 

natural hazards, conflict, displacements of peo-

ple, and economic shocks that are likely to drive 

acute food insecurity to crisis levels or worse. In 

the projections for October 2022 to January 2023 

(issued in September 2022), FAO and WFP iden-

tified 19 hunger hotspots with 195.5 million 

people projected to be at risk of seriously wors-

ening acute food insecurity. Of greatest concern 

are Afghanistan, Ethiopia, Nigeria, Somalia, South 

Sudan, and Yemen, where some vulnerable pop-

ulations are already in or projected to suffer 

famine-like conditions.

The hunger hotspot mechanism is a good exam-

ple of existing interagency collaboration in early 

warning systems for acute food insecurity and 

could provide a way forward for avoiding over-

lap and duplication. Similar collaborative efforts 

are also needed to better align the monitoring of 

acute and chronic food insecurity — which is import-

ant for avoiding confusion about the two concepts 

and thus about the magnitude of food insecurity 

problems — and to support alignment of humani-

tarian and development action in the fight against 

hunger. Currently, mechanisms for monitoring 

chronic food insecurity are disconnected from the 

early warning mechanisms for acute food insecu-

rity. Standard indicators of chronic food insecurity 

are the prevalence of undernourishment (PoU) and 

severe and moderate food insecurity as measured 

through the Food Insecurity Experience Scale 

(FIES).13 As indicated in Figure 1, many more people 

face chronic shortage of adequate food intake than 

face acute food insecurity. At present, these esti-

mates of chronic food insecurity are not suitable for 

early warning purposes as they are available only 

with a time lag of a year and only include national 

aggregates and averages (for this reason, they are 

not included in Figure 3). Moreover, conceptually, 

the undernourishment and FIES indicators differ 

starkly from those for acute food insecurity. These 
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fundamental differences hamper any analysis of the 

extent to which the risk factors linked with acute 

food insecurity and those linked with chronic condi-

tions coincide, and thus, also hinder the alignment 

of humanitarian and development efforts.

AGRICULTURAL MARKET EARLY WARNING SYSTEMS
Agricultural market early warning systems moni-

tor market trends, such as global price and supply 

shocks, that affect the stability of food availability 

and affordability. In many countries, the agriculture 

sector is a key driver of food security, as it is both 

the main supplier of food and a critical source of 

income. Adverse shocks to food supplies — caused 

by weather calamities such as droughts, fluctua-

tions in global and local food prices, policies such 

as export restrictions, or other problems — can have 

significant impacts on food security in vulnerable 

regions. Unlike most acute food insecurity early 

warning systems discussed above, several of these 

information systems use high-frequency or near 

real-time data to provide alerts of the risk of supply 

and price shocks (Figure 3).

Several of these mechanisms were developed 

in the wake of the 2007/08 food price crisis. The 

most notable is the Agricultural Market Information 

System (AMIS), an interagency platform launched 

in 2011 by the G20 Ministers of Agriculture.14 AMIS 

provides monthly assessments of global food sup-

plies and identifies needs for coordinated policy 

action (such as avoiding export bans or manag-

ing food reserves) in times of market uncertainty. 

The GEOGLAM Crop Monitor, a related mecha-

nism, is an international effort to provide open 

and timely remote-sensing information on global 

crop-growing conditions and agroclimatic factors, 

both for major food import and export regions and 

for countries where food security is at risk.15 Similar 

global information services are also provided by, 

for instance, CropWatch of the Chinese Academy of 

Sciences, which also feeds into GEOGLAM’s early 

warning system.16

IFPRI’s Food Security Portal is another import-

ant platform developed in response to the 2007/08 

crisis. The Portal tracks food price volatility in inter-

national markets, and its Excessive Food Price 

Variability Early Warning System (FSP1 in Figure 3) 

provides alerts of above-normal volatility through a 

traffic-light system that is updated daily (see page on 

IFPRI monitoring tools following this chapter). This 

warning system has provided early signals of market 

tightness and of the impacts of export restrictions 

on global market prices (see Chapter 4). Several 

additional tools and dashboards have recently 

been added to the Portal, most notably a Food 

and Fertilizer Export Restrictions Tracker (FSP2), 

a Fertilizer Market Dashboard, a Domestic Food 

Price Monitor (FSP3), and a Vulnerability Analysis 

tool (FSP4). These were developed in response to 

the series of recent food system shocks caused by 

COVID-19, multiple climate-related disasters, and 

the Russia-Ukraine war.

Other agricultural market early warning mecha-

nisms with long data series include the information 

on international and national agricultural markets 

and policies provided by the U.S. Department of 

Agriculture’s Foreign Agricultural Service (FAS) and 

the International Grains Council’s monitoring of 

grains, rice, and oilseeds market conditions, includ-

ing daily publication of its Grains and Oilseeds 

Index. FAO provides regular updates on market 

conditions for internationally traded agricultural 

commodities, including through its monthly Food 

Price Index, and on domestic food market condi-

tions and dependence on food imports through 

its Global Information and Early Warning System 

on Food and Agriculture (GIEWS). The GIEWS con-

tinuously monitors food supply, demand, prices, 

and other key indicators at global and national 

levels and provides basic information for the 

pre-identification of (potential) food crisis countries 

covered by IPC/CH and the Global Report.

GAPS AND SHORTCOMINGS
While both types of warning systems provide vital 

information, better integration among these exist-

ing systems, addressing key data and analytic gaps, 

and a redefinition of famine criteria would boost 

their usefulness for humanitarian and develop-

ment responses.

NEED FOR INTEGRATION
Insufficient integration of existing agricultural 

early warning systems with the acute food insecu-

rity warning systems is a critical shortcoming. Joint 

FAO/WFP Crop and Food Security Assessment 
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Missions, which analyze countries’ agricultural pro-

duction alongside household food security, and 

the link between the FAO’s GIEWS and IPC/CH 

are among the few examples of connection points 

between these two types of early warning sys-

tems. Also, WFP’s VAM/Hunger Map LIVE, IPC/CH, 

and FEWS NET draw on data from the agricultural 

market warning systems. At present, however, 

these links remain weak. AMIS, for instance, only 

monitors staple food price trends in global mar-

kets and does not provide alerts regarding how 

(potential) shocks may be transmitted to domes-

tic food prices at the consumer level (such as 

those for flour and bread) to signal food security 

risks. This disconnect may underlie the mistaken 

tendency to immediately interpret global supply 

or price shocks as a “food crisis” (Box 3), with-

out examining how local contexts may moderate 

their impacts.

GAPS IN DATA AND ANALYSIS
At least four critical gaps in the data and anal-

ysis used by early warning systems need to 

be addressed.

Conflict and food insecurity. Conflict is known 

to be a primary driver of acute food insecurity (and 

identified as such in the main EWEAs for acute food 

insecurity), and growing evidence on the two-way 

causal relationship between conflict and food inse-

curity is becoming available.17 But major research 

gaps remain, particularly in fragile contexts and sit-

uations of extreme food insecurity (see Chapter 7). 

Conflict is inherently a complex and politically sen-

sitive phenomenon, and studying food security in 

conflict situations is difficult. Yet, understanding 

how conflict and food security interact is vital for 

analyzing and forecasting future food security sce-

narios, as well as for conflict mediation, which is an 

essential part of comprehensive intervention strat-

egies. Lack of clear insight into how climate change 

heightens the risk of conflict increases this chal-

lenge. CGIAR’s Climate Security Observatory and 

Climate Security Dialogues dashboard could be 

instrumental in helping to fill this void and strength-

ening the analysis of drivers of acute food insecurity 

as undertaken, for instance, for FAO and WFP’s 

hunger hotspot assessments.

Box 3	 GLOBAL FOOD PRICE SPIKES AND FOOD CRISES

The global food price spike of 2007/08 caught major development donors by surprise. As prices spiraled upward, the 
uniform response from donors was to provide more food assistance. Donors also recognized that underinvestment in R&D 
in prior decades had contributed to slow productivity growth and price spikes, and they committed to increasing funding for 
agricultural research. Despite this commitment, global food prices spiked again during 2010/11. However, the focus on global 
price shocks left donors blind to the 2011 famine in Somalia — which was driven by conflict and repeated drought, and cost the 
lives of a quarter of a million people before adequate emergency aid arrived.

The international price surges of 2007/08 and 2010/11 have often been referred to as “global food crises.” This jump 
to identify a food crisis reflects a common presumption that higher prices in world markets are directly transmitted to 
domestic markets, raising domestic prices and eroding food access for vulnerable households. However, such price 
transmission is mediated by many factors, meaning that a spike in global food prices may not be adequate grounds for 
identifying a food crisis.

Will this time be different? When the Russia-Ukraine war began, food and fertilizer prices spiked in international markets 
during February–May of 2022. Many observers saw this as a “global food crisis,” and most of the response so far has focused 
on increasing humanitarian assistance. Yet, the impacts of COVID-19 and the war in Ukraine on global food markets have 
highlighted the diverse vulnerabilities of food supply chains and other factors contributing to inadequate resilience of 
vulnerable populations. Better monitoring and understanding of those risks and how they can drive up food insecurity and 
hunger should be a priority for improving early warning systems.
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Livestock and fisheries production and mar-
kets. Existing early warning systems include almost 

no indicators to monitor conditions in livestock 

and fisheries production and markets. These are 

important to the livelihoods of many poor and food 

insecure people, as well as increasingly important 

components of diets.

Transmission of global agricultual market 
shocks. Understanding remains limited of how, 

and to what degree, these shocks are transmitted 

to domestic food supplies and prices, and how this 

affects the food security of vulnerable populations 

(Box 3). The transmission of global shocks var-

ies greatly across countries and commodities and, 

hence, responses cannot be enacted with a broad 

brush. For example, a recent IFPRI study shows that 

the supply shock to global wheat markets from the 

Russia-Ukraine war was only very partially and grad-

ually reflected in domestic price surges in most 

countries, though the impact was dramatic in some 

(see Chapter 1, Box 1).18 Such analyses of shock 

transmission from the global to the more local con-

text should be part of agricultural market early 

warning systems and should facilitate linkages with 

food insecurity warning systems.

Consistency in estimates of acute food inse-
curity. As mentioned, the existence of different 

estimates of the global number of acutely food 

insecure people is a source of confusion, reducing 

the credibility of the numbers and making it harder 

to communicate the magnitude of the world’s hun-

ger problems — ultimately slowing responses. 

Country coverage is the main reason underly-

ing the difference between the global estimates 

for crisis-level acute food insecurity of the Global 

Report (205 million in 2022) and WFP (349 million). 

Hence, while costly in terms of information gather-

ing, expanding coverage of the consensus-based 

IPC/CH analyses to all of the nearly 80 commonly 

recognized food-crisis countries would lead to a 

convergence in country coverage and consistency 

in estimates of acute food insecurity.

AN ACTIONABLE DEFINITION OF FAMINE
A shared understanding of the situation on the 

ground is essential for an early warning system to 

trigger early action, most importantly where there 

is a risk of famine. However, the present proto-

col for declaring famine is no longer sufficiently 

operational in current contexts. The existing 

IPC protocol is designed to gather information 

in slow-onset emergencies, such as prolonged 

drought. However, in many of today’s food emer-

gencies, conflict is the major driver pushing 

people to the brink of starvation. In these con-

flict contexts, information to determine whether 

there is famine must be collected within just a 

few hours at most. A revision of famine criteria is 

needed to allow for a consensus-based judgment 

call without time-consuming collection of detailed 

survey data.

ACHIEVING REAL-TIME MONITORING 
OF RISKS AND VULNERABILITIES

While the current suite of early warning systems 

provides valuable food insecurity projections, 

addressing the shortcomings could improve pre-

dictions and make them more useful for early 

action. How do we get there?

First, a stronger, clearer analytical framework 

for weighing the various risks and assump-

tions that go into short-term forecasts of both 

agricultural market conditions and acute food 

insecurity would improve the quality of predic-

tions. Assumptions about how current conditions 

may relate to risk of future food crises should 

be analyzed systematically. By focusing on risk 

factors, vulnerabilities, and resilience, such a 

framework would better inform responses that 

address both immediate needs (acute food inse-

curity) and structural conditions that determine 

vulnerabilities and coping capacity.

Second, for these early warning systems to 

support early action that builds resilience before 

a potential crisis occurs or a current food crisis 

intensifies, future food security outcomes must 

be estimated many months in advance to give 

decision-makers time to plan interventions (see 

Chapter 3). The need for early alerts, along with the 

complexity of the factors shaping food security out-

comes, complicates the work of projecting food 

crisis risk to inform early action. Most current sys-

tems are not equipped for this, though FEWS NET 
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and WFP’s VAM have taken important steps toward 

forward-looking estimation of acute food insecurity 

based on risk analysis.19

Third, models should be developed for more 

integrated, quantitative EWEA systems. Some 

efforts in this direction are already being made. 

The World Bank’s Famine Action Mechanism (FAM) 

was set up in partnership with IPC/CH and FEWS 

NET, as well as other organizations, to scale up 

anticipatory (preventative) and early emergency 

action for emerging food crises. The FAM has 

explored statistical analysis and machine learn-

ing to help predict crises and inform responses 

through a new financing modality (Crisis Response 

Window Early Response Financing, under IDA 

19).20 Although this initiative’s approach to predict-

ing crises in real time shows promise for the use 

of forecasting technology, it has not yet produced 

results that could credibly underpin early action. 

Nonetheless, the FAM has used the framework to 

inform country-level consultations in Afghanistan, 

Chad, Somalia, South Sudan, and Yemen that 

aimed to identify anticipatory and early action pro-

gramming. These consultations led to Somalia’s 

shock-responsive safety net,21 but unfortunately, 

this response did not prevent a renewed famine 

warning from being issued for large parts of the 

country in 2022.

The FAM shares features with risk-contingent 

credit lines, like the World Bank’s Catastrophe 

Deferred Drawdown Option,22 and “forecast-based 

finance” (FbF)23 schemes that are being imple-

mented by some disaster relief and humanitarian 

assistance agencies, including WFP, to anticipate 

disasters and prepare for action.24 These schemes 

support EWEA decision-making and trigger access 

to humanitarian funding for early action based on 

in-depth forecast information and risk analysis. 

Under an FbF plan, participating agencies agree in 

advance on the allocation of financial resources for 

early action, as well on the specific forecast thresh-

old that will trigger release of those resources, and 

roles and responsibilities of everyone involved (see 

Chapter 3). FbF schemes are often deployed in 

well-defined fragile settings, for predefined bene-

ficiaries and geographies. WFP’s FbF scheme and 

other early action responses by governments and 

humanitarian aid agencies are informed by the 

HungerMap LIVE. Real-time monitoring through 

daily interviews with local informants conducted by 

call centers is active in 40 countries and comple-

mented by predictive modeling that identifies food 

crisis risks for another 53 countries. The modeling 

uses acute food insecurity data as well as other rel-

evant indicators, such as a rainfall–vegetation index, 

conflict reports, market prices, macroeconomic sta-

bility indicators, and nighttime light intensity (an 

indicator of economic development).25 The near 

real-time nowcasts of the HungerMap build on 

machine-learning algorithms to yield information 

to monitor key drivers of food security risks and to 

make short-term forecasts of populations at risk of 

acute food insecurity. Compared with traditional 

information systems, real-time information makes 

it possible to identify deterioration in food security 

much more quickly, enhancing the early warning 

systems needed for anticipatory action and emer-

gency response. Various research centers are 

engaging in similar efforts,26 but these either focus 

only on a subset of risk factors or are as yet far from 

operational for use as part of EWEA systems. Much 

more work is needed to improve and tailor these 

efforts to support effective EWEA mechanisms that 

can inform concerted responses and align actions 

along the humanitarian-development nexus.

CONCLUSION

There is simply not enough funding available to 

address the increasing number of crises and bene-

ficiaries already in need, and the deepening climate 

crisis will widen this funding gap. If interventions 

instead remain focused on emergency relief, the 

world will have to provide more and more assis-

tance with every lean season. Better EWEA systems 

would allow governments and international 

agencies to tackle food crises earlier and more 

effectively, and to reorient interventions toward 

resilience building.

More work is needed to integrate — or at least 

to better explain — the different approaches and 

methodologies currently used by EWEAs to iden-

tify acute food insecurity, monitor chronic food 

insecurity, and incorporate the key information 

provided by agricultural market warning systems. 

More intensive cooperation between existing 
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platforms, such as AMIS, on the one hand, and 

FSIN and GNAFC, on the other, will be needed to 

move forward. The importance of adequate agri-

cultural market information and food security 

monitoring mechanisms has been repeatedly reit-

erated by multiple global platforms and gained 

prominence with the 2022 global food crisis, as 

reflected in the 2022 G20 Leaders’ Declaration 

and the initiative of the G7 Development Ministers 

for a Global Alliance for Food Security.27 This inter-

nationally concerted support is essential but will 

be most effective if it drives the improvement and 

integration of existing mechanisms rather than 

creating new ones.

To effectively and efficiently support responses 

to food crises, early warning systems must be 

enhanced to include real-time monitoring of key 

risk factors and vulnerabilities that affect food 

access in rapidly changing global and national con-

texts, along with analyses of how those risk factors 

and vulnerabilities increase the likelihood of food 

crisis situations. Most importantly, they must inform 

policy recommendations for buffering the most 

harmful impacts of those shocks in the short run 

and for building sustainable resilience for the long 

term. The chapters that follow explore both the 

types of early action that early warning systems can 

facilitate and short- and long-term policy responses 

that can reduce the frequency and impact of 

food crises.

Table A1  Description of early warning and other relevant monitoring systems 

Name Organization Description Link

IPC/CH — Integrated 
Phase Classification/
Cadre Harmonisé

Food and Agricul-
ture Organization 
(FAO), World Food 
Programme (WFP), 
and multiple 
partners

The IPC provides decision-makers with core estimates of 
severity and magnitude of acute and chronic food insecurity 
and malnutrition using evidence and consensus-based 
analysis to inform emergency responses as well as medium- 
and long-term policy and programming.

http://www.ipcinfo.org/

FEWS NET — Famine 
Early Warning System 
Network

U.S. Agency for 
International 
Development 
(USAID)

FEWS NET provides unbiased, evidence-based analysis to 
governments and relief agencies that plan for and respond to 
humanitarian crises. Its analyses also support resilience and 
development programming. FEWS NET posts monthly reports 
on several dozen countries, primarily in sub-Saharan Africa.

https://fews.net/

VAM1 — Vulnerability 
Analyses and Mapping 
and Hunger Map LIVE

WFP VAM1 provides vulnerability data for food security analysis and 
monitoring and real-time “nowcasting” of food security situations 
in more than 80 countries to inform WFP planning and resourcing.

https://dataviz.vam.wfp.org/

https://hungermap.wfp.org/

VAM2/CARI — 
Consolidated Approach 
for Reporting Indicators 
of Food Security

WFP WFP’s CARI provides “snapshots” of acute food insecurity 
situations based on multiple indicators, including food 
consumption scores, food energy shortfall, poverty status, food 
expenditure shares, and livelihood coping strategies. WFP uses 
this information to identify need for emergency interventions.

https://www.wfp.org/publications/
consolidated-approach-reporting-
indicators-food-security-cari-
guidelines

VAM3 — WFP Global 
Market Monitor

WFP WFP’s monthly Global Market Monitor provides information 
on changes in the cost of basic food baskets, alerts for price 
spikes in local markets, and domestic inflation and currency 
movements as well as an overview of global food commodity 
price developments. Price information is publicly available 
and covers more than 1,500 markets.

https://www.wfp.org/content/
market-monitor

GIEWS — Global 
Information and Early 
Warning System

FAO GIEWS continuously monitors food supply, demand, prices, and 
other key indicators at global and national levels for assessing 
the overall food security situation in most countries of the world.

http://www.fao.org/giews/en/
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Name Organization Description Link

FAOSTAT FAO FAOSTAT provides free access to food and agriculture data 
for more than 245 countries and territories and covers all FAO 
regional groupings, from 1961 onward. It includes annual 
crop production, agricultural trade, and food balance sheets, 
among other data.

http://www.fao.org/faostat/
en/#home

GEOGLAM — Crop 
Monitor of the Group 
on Earth Observations 
Agricultural Monitoring

GEOGLAM GEOGLAM provides open, timely information on crop conditions 
in support of market transparency for the G20 Agricultural Market 
Information System (AMIS) as well as an early warning system for 
countries at risk of food production shortfalls.

https://cropmonitor.org/

CropWatch Chinese Academy 
of Science

CropWatch assesses national and global crop production and 
related information using remote sensing and ground-based 
indicators.

http://www.cropwatch.com.cn/htm/
en/index.shtml

AMIS — Agricultural 
Market Information 
System

AMIS (multi-
agency, 
multi-country/
G20)

AMIS is an interagency platform, composed of G20 members 
plus Spain and 7 additional major exporters and importers 
of agricultural commodities, to enhance food market 
transparency and policy responses for food market stability.

http://www.amis-outlook.org/

FAS — Foreign 
Agricultural Service

U.S. Department 
of Agriculture 
(USDA)

FAS links US agriculture to global agriculture and food supplies 
information to enhance export opportunities and provide 
information about prospects for global food security.

https://www.fas.usda.gov/

FSP1 — Food Security 
Portal (FSP) Excessive 
Food Price Variability 
Index

IFPRI The FSP provides a real-time early warning system for price 
trends and price volatility in international markets for key 
agricultural commodities. International prices and the volatility 
index are updated daily.

https://www.foodsecurityportal.org/
tools/excessive-food-price-variability-
early-warning-system

FSP2 — Food Security 
Portal (FSP) Food 
and Fertilizer Trade 
Restrictions; Fertilizer 
Market; and Production 
and Stocks Trackers

IFPRI The FSP provides daily updates of food and fertilizer trade 
restrictions, monthly updates of fertilizer prices and market 
conditions, and monthly updates of global supply and stocks 
of key staple foods.

https://www.foodsecurityportal.org/ 
tools/COVID-19-food-trade-policy- 
tracker

https://www.foodsecurityportal.org/
node/1947

https://www.foodsecurityportal.org/
node/1734

FSP3 — Food Security 
Portal (FSP) Domestic 
Food Price Monitor

IFPRI The FSP provides a dashboard with trends in domestic 
food prices (aggregate and by main food items) with most 
prices updated monthly. It also includes a dashboard to 
track transmission of international price trends and other 
determinants of domestic food price inflation.

https://www.foodsecurityportal.org/
node/2089

FSP4 — Food 
Security Portal (FSP) 
Vulnerability Analysis 
Dashboard

IFPRI The FSP provides a dashboard identifying food insecurity 
hotspots and vulnerability to different types of global market 
shocks and other risk factors.

https://www.foodsecurityportal.org/
tools/control-panel-for-risk-monitoring
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EXCESSIVE FOOD PRICE 
VARIABILITY EARLY WARNING 
SYSTEM
Identifies high volatility in mar-
kets, which can jeopardize food 
security, to alert farmers, traders, 
processors, and policymakers of upcoming uncer-
tainty in prices for staple crops.  
https://www.foodsecurityportal.org/tools/excessive- 
food-price-variability-early-warning-system

EARLY WARNING HUB
Brings together a number of major 
early warning systems from inter-
national organizations, providing 
information on the latest food 
security alerts and situations on 
the ground.  
https://www.foodsecurityportal.org/tools/
early-warning-hub

CONTROL PANEL FOR RISK 
MONITORING
Allows real-time monitoring of risk 
factors for food crises, including 
data on conflict, COVID-19, crop 
conditions, and climate-related 
satellite data.  
https://www.foodsecurityportal.org/tools/control- 
panel-for-risk-monitoring

FOOD SECURITY PORTAL
Facilitated by IFPRI and supported 
by the European Commission, 
the Portal provides food secu-
rity alerts and open access to 
country-level data, analytic tools, 
and research products to help policymakers and 
other stakeholders respond to developments in the 
world food system. The tools described here, along 
with many others, are available through the Portal. 
https://www.foodsecurityportal.org/

TOOLS AND MODELS

EARLY WARNING AND DATA TRACKING TOOLS

I FPRI has developed a wide set of tools to support early warning, analysis, and food crisis response. The Food Security 
Portal provides access to databases and alert systems that monitor changes in agrifood markets, fertilizer markets, 
agricultural production, and stocks as well as country-level vulnerability, and that track policy responses to crises. 

IFPRI also supports analytic models that provide projections of crisis and policy impacts.
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FERTILIZER MARKET 
DASHBOARD
Provides several datasets to mon-
itor fertilizer markets including 
the latest monthly prices of major 
fertilizers and natural gas — a key 
input in fertilizer production — and country profiles 
of fertilizer trade and use.  
https://www.foodsecurityportal.org/node/1947

PRICE SHOCK TOOL
Allows interactive exploration of 
the impact of commodity prices 
changes on poverty for a set of 
vulnerable countries.  
https://www.foodsecurityportal.org/
node/1627

RIAPA
IFPRI’s Rural Investment and 
Policy Analysis (RIAPA) modeling 
system offers forward-looking, 
economywide country-level anal-
ysis that serves as a simulation 
laboratory for different policies, investments, or 
economic shocks. RIAPA covers over 30 countries 
and includes detailed representation of agrifood 
systems that allows analysts to measure impacts to 
food systems, national economies, and global mar-
kets. A series of RIAPA analyses on the impact of 
the Russia-Ukraine war are found here:  
https://www.ifpri.org/spotlight/food-prices-war- 
ukraine

PRODUCTION AND STOCKS 
MONITORING SYSTEM
Provides data on four major com-
modities, covering production, 
domestic consumption, ending 
stocks, and stock-to-use ratios by 
country and across time, to monitor 
vulnerability of world food markets.  
https://www.foodsecurityportal.org/node/1734

IMPACT MODEL
To explore the long-term challenges 
policymakers face in sustainably 
reducing hunger and poverty, IFPRI 
developed the International Model 
for Policy Analysis of Agricultural 
Commodities and Trade (IMPACT) Model. IMPACT is a 
network of linked economic, water, and crop models, 
allowing it to account for  environmental, biophysical, 
and socioeconomic trends in simulations of national 
and international agricultural markets. It covers 44 
commodities that make up nearly all of the world’s 
food production and consumption. Information on 
IMPACT and simulation results are found here:  
https://www.ifpri.org/project/ifpri-impact-model

FOOD AND FERTILIZER EXPORT 
RESTRICTIONS TRACKER
Tracks records country policies 
that restrict food exports and 
chemical fertilizer exports that can 
contribute to food insecurity, and 
their likely impact in terms of US dollar value and 
kilocalories.  
https://www.foodsecurityportal.org/tools/COVID-19- 
food-trade-policy-tracker

MODELS
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KEY MESSAGES
	■ The vast majority of humanitarian response is activated after a cri-

sis occurs, delivering lifesaving aid, but at relatively high costs 
and in a framework that prioritizes short-term solutions over 
long-term resilience.

	■ Better evidence can help align humanitarian aid delivery with 
medium- and long-term development strategies and with resil-
ience building.

	■ In the anticipatory action approach, costly delays and suffering can be 
avoided. Pre-allocating financial resources and preplanning responses 
to be activated when a trigger level is reached in a risk-monitoring sys-
tem ensure efficient responses to crises.

	■ Beyond the narrow definition of anticipatory action as a preplanned 
emergency response, the broader conception of promoting resilience 
should guide policymakers in investing in long-term development 
goals even in fragile and conflict-affected contexts.

To improve the impact of humanitarian response and anticipatory action, it 
is important to:

	■ Increase data collection and analysis, including impact assessments, of 
humanitarian assistance and anticipatory action programs in different 
contexts, particularly in fragile and conflict-affected settings.

	■ Develop anticipatory action frameworks that pre-identify vulnerabilities 
and funding triggers, ensure regular data collection for risk monitoring, 
define clear roles and responsibilities, and identify available financial 
resources before crises hit.

	■ Assess the targeting of the humanitarian assistance to identify what 
groups are being missed and ensure their inclusion.

	■ Support interventions that reflect the humanitarian–development–
peace nexus, such as nutrition-sensitive programming, use of local 
procurement, support for local institutions, and transitioning aid 
toward more permanent safety nets.

CHAPTER 3

Crisis Resilience
Humanitarian Response 
and Anticipatory Action
SIKANDRA KURDI AND SANDRA RUCKSTUHL

Sikandra Kurdi is a research fellow, Development Strategies and Governance Unit, 

International Food Policy Research Institute. Sandra Ruckstuhl is special advisor to the 

director general and a senior researcher, International Water Management Institute.
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I n human, economic, and environmental terms, 

the total cost of disaster and crisis response is 

extremely high, and the disastrous combina-

tion of the food price crises coming on the heels 

of the COVID-19 pandemic and natural calamities 

is straining public budgets and squeezing finan-

cial options. In 2020, private and public losses 

from weather-related disasters alone exceeded a 

total of US$258 billion globally — 29 percent above 

the 2001–2020 average — making it the fifth cost-

liest year on record, and rising temperatures are 

expected to bring even more frequent and severe 

extreme weather events.1 At the same time, conflict 

has become a leading contributor to humanitar-

ian crisis situations — as seen most recently with 

the food and energy crises precipitated by the 

Russia-Ukraine war and refugee flows driven by the 

Syrian civil war.2

Timely response to crisis situations is criti-

cal. Households that have been displaced or lost 

their livelihoods can rapidly deplete savings and 

engage in coping strategies of last resort, which 

have long-term costs for well-being, with poor or 

near-poor households particularly vulnerable.3 

Even worse, shocks can stoke fragility, reduce 

effectiveness and inclusiveness, and displace 

standards of good governance, contributing to 

a perpetual cycle of instability. Institutions and 

researchers are increasingly grappling with find-

ing the most efficient and effective ways to mitigate 

disaster costs through preemptive action, pre-

paredness, and relief.

HUMANITARIAN AID FLOWS

Globally, the United Nations Office for the 

Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) 

reports that US$41 billion was needed to reach 

183 million people targeted for international 

humanitarian assistance in 2022. Most people in 

need are living in countries affected by protracted 

crisis and conflict, with the largest numbers of 

targeted beneficiaries in Ethiopia (22.3 million), 

Afghanistan (22.1 million), Yemen (16.0 million), 

and Syria (12.0 million).4 The gap between needs 

and funding has grown significantly since 2019, 

with only 46 percent of the global appeal funded in 

2021, and international aid funding is not projected 
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to keep pace with increasing need. Maximizing 

the efficiency of these aid flows is more important 

than ever.

Humanitarian response to crisis and disaster 

situations is grounded in principles of indepen-

dence, neutrality, and impartiality, which grew out 

of longstanding concern about the risks of deliv-

ering aid in situations where the normal local 

political authorities are unable or unwilling to do 

so.5 These foundational principles allow humani-

tarian actors to deliver lifesaving aid in extremely 

challenging circumstances, but by the same token, 

they constrain delivery mechanisms and opera-

tions in ways that prioritize meeting short-term 

emergency needs over building resilience and 

human development in the longer term.6 For exam-

ple, investing in local institutional capacity or 

procurement from local suppliers, both import-

ant for building resilience, invites questions about 

impartiality and independence, and program-

ming that goes beyond the most immediate human 

needs for survival may generate controversy with 

local authorities about how longer-term goals 

are prioritized.

EVALUATING AID PROGRAM IMPACTS IN 
HUMANITARIAN RESPONSE CONTEXTS

Compared with social assistance programs in sta-

ble contexts, where research has long played a key 

role,7 there is relatively little rigorous research on 

the impacts of assistance in humanitarian settings. 

Donors, practitioners, and the academic commu-

nity have called for more rigorous evaluation of 

humanitarian assistance programs,8 and research-

ers from the International Food Policy Research 

Institute (IFPRI) are major contributors to the small 

but growing body of evidence in humanitarian and 

crisis contexts.9 Studying humanitarian program-

ming specifically is important because lessons from 

stable contexts do not always carry over into set-

tings where implementation is more challenging 

and where beneficiaries face more frequent and 

severe shocks. For example, the greater level of 

instability faced by beneficiaries in such contexts 

may substantially change household investment 

and risk preferences. Among a series of similarly 

implemented graduation programs, impacts on 

consumption were significantly lower in Yemen 

than in stable country contexts. This result may 

reflect difficulties with program implementation 

or conflict-affected households’ greater desire to 

maintain assets (in this case, livestock) as a buffer 

stock for coping with future shocks.10

In a study on World Food Programme (WFP) 

emergency operations amid the conflict in Mali in 

2013–2014, researchers showed that food assis-

tance had a significant impact on micronutrient 

availability. The increased availability of food 

translated into gains for child height in areas less 

directly affected by the conflict, while in the villages 

most directly affected by conflict, the significant 

program impacts were on total household expen-

ditures rather than on child nutritional status.11 The 

study also showed that in areas of Mali most highly 

exposed to conflict, both general food distribu-

tion and school feeding programs led to increased 

school enrollment, but in areas less exposed to 

conflict, school feeding programs increased enroll-

ment and educational attainment, while general 

food distribution was negatively associated with 

enrollment.12 These results highlight how impacts 

of assistance can be affected by the specific emer-

gency context.

While cash-based programs gained popularity 

in the developing world in the 2000s, cash-based 

programming for humanitarian responses has 

emerged as a growing trend only in the past 

decade. Cash transfers are easily scalable, fast to 

roll out, and usually considerably cheaper than 

in-kind assistance and less distorting of local pro-

duction systems. IFPRI research, including several 

studies mentioned below, has been cited in good 

practice guidelines for the use of cash transfers in 

humanitarian response.13

As part of an ongoing partnership with WFP, 

IFPRI conducted a comparative analysis of cash, 

voucher, and food assistance using randomized 

controlled trials in humanitarian response con-

texts in Ecuador, Niger, Uganda, and Yemen.14 

Cash or vouchers were found to be more effective 

for improving dietary quality in most contexts, but 

food distribution generally had greater impact in 

terms of increasing calorie consumption. Yet the 

relative benefits of cash transfers or vouchers com-

pared with equally valued food distribution varied 
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considerably depending on the country, high-

lighting the need for research in a wide variety of 

contexts to provide relevant guidance to humani-

tarian operations.

Two other recent studies in Yemen highlighted 

the nutritional impacts of cash transfers supported 

by international aid: an emergency cash transfer 

program combined with child nutrition program-

ming had significant impacts on child dietary 

quality as well as reduced stunting for the poor-

est households during the current crisis; and cash 

transfers during an earlier period of instability were 

associated with less wasting.15

ASSESSING THE TARGETING 
OF HUMANITARIAN AID

Another key challenge for humanitarian aid opera-

tions is how best to target relief efforts. Compared 

with development programs in stable contexts, 

humanitarian responders have far less administra-

tive data, more mobile populations, and a much 

shorter timeline for identifying the neediest bene-

ficiaries. Interagency evaluations of humanitarian 

relief operations in Ethiopia, South Sudan, and 

Yemen highlight challenges such as a lack of con-

solidated databases across agencies and NGO 

clusters, insufficient geographic targeting of aid 

due to difficulties with access, and perceptions 

(indicated by focus groups) that the selection of aid 

recipients is arbitrary or unfair.16 While not all tar-

geting is efficiently organized and trusted even in 

stable contexts, the greater local accountability for 

the implementing institutions in stable contexts 

may lead to more positive perceptions of the tar-

geting process.17 Rigorous assessment of targeting 

of humanitarian responses can clarify what groups 

risk being missed by existing methodologies. For 

example, an assessment of a food distribution 

effort in Ethiopia showed that, in contrast to the 

national social protection program, which targeted 

households in the poorer quintiles of the wealth 

distribution, local officials targeted humanitarian 

food assistance to households with more wealth, 

but which had experienced a negative shock in the 

past 12 months.18

“Shock-responsive” social protection pro-

grams solve many of the challenges of emergency 

targeting by leveraging existing programs and 

databases to increase assistance during crises 

(see Chapter 5). However, it is important to keep 

in mind that inclusion in national social protection 

programs may be biased against some of the most 

vulnerable, such as migrants, people lacking legal 

status, women, and ethnic minorities.19

LINKING HUMANITARIAN RESPONSE 
WITH LONG-TERM DEVELOPMENT

At the 2016 World Humanitarian Summit, the global 

humanitarian community recognized the impor-

tance of coordination and strategic thinking around 

the humanitarian–development–peace “triple 

nexus” of rapid response, long-term recovery and 

growth, and political stability.

In practice, the long-term development think-

ing that has been operationalized in humanitarian 

response includes: (1) ensuring that food relief is 

nutrition-sensitive to support long-term health; (2) 

prioritizing local procurement and processing of 

food used in relief operations; (3) strengthening 

local institutions such as schools and local NGOs 

as partners during aid delivery; and (4) designing 

emergency aid programs in such a way that they 

can develop into national safety nets.20

Nutrition. In terms of nutrition-sensitive food aid, 

distribution of fortified foods targeted to young 

children as part of the relief response in emer-

gencies has been shown to prevent major losses 

in nutritional status. Providing supplemental food 

items with key micronutrients to children under 

two years old and to pregnant and lactating moth-

ers is particularly important to ensure nutritional 

adequacy for human development during the first 

1,000 days of life.21 Children who receive adequate 

nutrition will have better health and earnings in 

the future, contributing to long-run development 

well after the crisis that led to the food distribu-

tion has ended. IFPRI and WFP jointly developed 

WFP’s nutrition-sensitive program guidance by 

designing and evaluating nutrition-sensitive pro-

grams across a range of sectors. This guidance was 

rolled out in 2017–2018 and is being followed up 

by continued collaboration to assess the impact of 

nutrition-sensitive programming.22
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Local procurement. Another way to keep the 

long-run impacts in view when running emergency 

response operations is to prioritize local procure-

ment when possible. Relying solely on imported 

staple foods for food distribution can risk distorting 

local agricultural markets by lowering the demand 

for locally grown food. This distortion not only 

harms local farmers, but in protracted crisis situa-

tions can also reduce farmers’ incentives to invest 

in production of locally consumed food items.23 

An IFPRI evaluation of WFP’s Purchase for Progress 

program — in which low-income farmers were con-

tracted as suppliers and provided with storage 

facilities — found significant increases in revenue for 

the farmers in the program, achieved through both 

higher prices and greater quantities sold.24

Local institutions. International disaster aid 

has the potential to either undermine or support 

local institutions. This is particularly concerning in 

weak states and conflict-affected contexts, where 

long-run recovery relies on the establishment of 

good governance. Examples cited by researchers 

of cases where aid undermined local governance 

include the humanitarian crisis in Haiti after the 

2010 earthquake and the failures of state building 

in Afghanistan and Iraq.25

Social safety nets. In addition to creating 

shock-responsive safety nets pre-crisis, designing 

humanitarian aid to transition into a more perma-

nent social safety net provides an opportunity for 

both strengthening local institutions and promot-

ing longer-term development goals (see Chapter 5). 

For example, in Yemen, funneling emergency cash 

transfers through a preexisting social protection 

system has preserved national institutions and 

maintained a basis for eventual reestablishment of 

the system post-crisis.26

ANTICIPATORY ACTION

With the overriding focus on meeting immedi-

ate needs and maintaining access, humanitarian 

responders may not always be able to deliver aid in 

ways that minimize costs and maximize long-term 

development goals. But what if, instead of being 

organized on a tight timeline post-crisis, responses 

could be planned ahead of time? This is the goal of 

the anticipatory action framework.

Now being piloted in multiple contexts, antic-

ipatory action aims to protect households and 

communities before disaster strikes. The approach 

seeks to use humanitarian resources more effi-

ciently by pre-allocating them to be spent in ways 

that reduce the impact of anticipated disasters.27 

This means using early warning or forecasting tools 

combined with predetermined decision-making pro-

tocols to inform early action for timely emergency 

response at the local, national, and/or international 

levels (see Chapter 2). Triggers or thresholds are pre-

defined within data and risk monitoring systems. 

Figure 1 illustrates how initiating actions to address 

a crisis after early warning signs are detected, but 

before the full weight of the shock is felt, reduces 

the peak humanitarian need compared to traditional 

post-crisis humanitarian response.

Without an anticipatory action framework, fund-

raising in emergency situations, while urgent, can 

be complicated. Public and private sector actors, 

responders, and donors will need to reconcile their 

own spending priorities in the context of human-

itarian need and decision-making structures that 

may be inadequate. As a result, humanitarian oper-

ations may be slow to start or to reach necessary 

capacity,28 and it can take weeks or months for 

humanitarian aid to reach people in need if the 

response is only started post-crisis, often worsen-

ing impacts. Potential bottlenecks include evidence 

and data challenges, organizational mandates and 

operational policies, risk tolerance, and security 

and access issues. The 2011–2012 Somali famine 

is a prime example. In this case, nearly 260,000 

people died, more than half of whom were chil-

dren under five years of age. Analysis shows that, 

despite clear warning signs, large-scale morbid-

ity, mortality, and displacement were caused by 

delays in international aid.29 This has sparked major 

debates and some changes in humanitarian aid pol-

icy and practice — including a critical view of early 

warning mechanisms that failed to generate a rapid 

response. Taking this into consideration, antici-

patory action initiatives need to operationalize 

preplanned response protocols and resource distri-

bution strategies so that needs are met before they 

become critical and so impacts are mitigated.
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For anticipatory action initiatives to be effective 

requires preparation in four areas:

Pre-identified vulnerabilities and trigger indi-
cators. Ensuring effective targeting and timely 

response requires an understanding of risks, expo-

sure, and vulnerability in the particular context. 

With these clearly defined, monitoring systems 

can be more appropriately designed, using bio-

physical, social, and economic data to determine 

triggers for action. These types of mechanisms are 

especially challenged in very dynamic conflict- and 

migration-affected situations, where data on com-

pound crises can be scarce and unreliable. In early 

applications, this approach was primarily used for 

weather hazards, but has now expanded to a wider 

range of risks such as epidemics and pests.

Impact-based risk-monitoring information 
services. Risk monitoring requires regular data col-

lection and calculation of updated risk levels using 

some of the approaches discussed in Chapter 2. 

Information services should be designed to ensure 

forecasts are impact-based, warnings reach the 

appropriate response agencies, and the vulnerable, 

and recipients understand how to respond.30

Clear roles and responsibilities for 
decision-making and response. Emergency 

responses may include, but are not limited to, cash 

subsidies and insurance, in-kind aid distribution, 

social protection services, humanitarian services 

and supply deliveries, and shelter. Roles, respon-

sibilities, and procedures must be clear among all 

stakeholders involved in a humanitarian response 

initiative, and the initiative should be embedded 

within a broader disaster risk management and 

social protection strategy. This can be especially 

complex in fragile and conflict-affected settings, for 

example when government authority or capacity 

may be weak or nonexistent.

Identify available financial resources and 
resource mobilization strategies. The intent 

of anticipatory action is to establish data-informed 

decision-support systems to trigger quick dis-

bursement of resources in emergency situations. 

Advanced planning can help identify needs and 

Figure 1  Benefits of anticipatory action framework

Source: Reproduced from OCHA Services, Center for Humdata, accessed February 1, 2023. https://centre.humdata.org/anticipatory-action/ 
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match financial resources with eligible beneficia-

ries, earmarking local and international resources 

and establishing disbursement processes.

INSTITUTIONAL INNOVATIONS

Despite broad agreement on the importance of 

planning ahead to mitigate crises, the structure of 

international humanitarian aid and government 

disaster response has not favored preemptive 

action. For example, some empirical evidence 

supports the idea that traditional post-disaster 

international aid creates a moral hazard problem — 

national governments that anticipate aid inflows are 

under-incentivized to invest in disaster mitigation.31 

Lack of coordination between agencies or minis-

tries at both the national and international levels and 

between those responsible for emergency response 

and long-term investments has also been blamed for 

the lack of attention to anticipatory action.32

Recent institutional innovations, however, are 

poised to facilitate funding for anticipatory action 

at the global level. The UN Food Security Cluster 

Anticipatory Action Task Force has called for more 

donor funding to be dedicated to flexible uses 

or anticipatory actions,33 and the UN’s Food and 

Agriculture Organization has initiated several antic-

ipatory action pilot projects with a total budget of 

US$6.2 million in 26 countries.34 In May 2021, the 

G7 Foreign Ministers announced a commitment to 

“making the humanitarian system as anticipatory as 

possible” through both existing pooled funds and 

new financing solutions. Small-scale anticipatory 

components have already been added to the UN 

Central Emergency Response Fund, the International 

Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies’ 

(IFRC) Disaster Relief Emergency Fund, and the 

World Bank’s International Development Agency 

(IDA) Crisis Response Window.

Anticipatory action mechanisms are based on 

an action plan that is approved in advance and 

includes an agreed trigger for releasing funding to 

enact the plan, related to the expectation that a cri-

sis is imminent. For example, the Forecast-based 

Action component of the IFRC Disaster Relief 

Emergency Fund launched in 2018 provides 

ready-to-go financing that can be released by early 

action protocols when triggered by forecasted 

natural disasters, such as hurricanes, floods, cold 

waves, and volcanic eruptions.35 The IDA Crisis 

Response Window similarly provides funding 

conditional on reaching a trigger point for enact-

ing a previously prepared Food Security Crisis 

Preparedness Response Plan.

HOW MUCH AND WHAT TYPES 
OF ANTICIPATORY ACTION 
ARE COST-EFFECTIVE?

The design and operation of anticipatory action 

initiatives are highly contextual. Research on the 

efficiency, effectiveness, and impact of these 

schemes is scant, and there are especially few 

examples of initiatives incorporating conflict pre-

vention, mitigation, and peacebuilding. Inherent 

challenges arise in evaluating anticipatory action 

schemes and, because of the relative novelty of 

this approach, indicators and evidence of success 

are still being defined. Data collection is challeng-

ing in quick-onset disaster situations, and the time 

period over which the relative costs and benefits 

are expected to be calculated can be extremely 

long. But some attempts have already been made 

to collect experiences with anticipatory action and 

evidence to evaluate this approach.36

One clear benefit is the time savings in deploy-

ing humanitarian response operations. Action plans 

that include pre-positioning relief supplies, train-

ing first responders, and developing contingency 

plans for specific expected disasters can potentially 

allow relief to reach intended beneficiaries with 

better targeting, at greater speed and lower cost, 

and in ways that are better integrated with local 

markets and institutions. Significant savings in both 

time and cost have been found in practice when 

the IFRC used anticipatory action approaches to 

flooding in West and Central Africa and when WFP 

pre-positioned essential commodities for distribu-

tion in several countries.37 The cost-savings free up 

resources for long-term adaptation investments, 

providing an incentive for donors to advocate 

for the broader establishment of anticipatory 

action systems.

Another way to measure the benefits of anticipa-

tory action is to look at the degree to which earlier 

responses serve to protect long-term household 
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and social welfare by reducing reliance on neg-

ative risk-coping mechanisms in the short term. 

For example, the short-term impact of drought on 

households may be income loss for farmers and 

production losses from crops and livestock, while 

long-term impacts include negative health effects, 

greater gender disparities, and reduced educa-

tion, as well as increased migration, conflict, and 

political instability. Attempts to quantify such costs 

even at the level of aggregated estimates using an 

approach such as BACI (benefits of action–cost of 

inaction) can be informative about the potential for 

long-term savings from early investment in anticipa-

tory action.38

Some limited quasi-experimental evidence on 

forecast-based financing provides more concrete 

measures of the gains from anticipatory action. 

Forecast-based financing is a type of anticipatory 

action in which distribution of aid is conditional on 

the forecast of an imminent crisis (see Chapter 2). A 

study of an IFRC forecast-based financing program 

in Mongolia showed that herder households who 

received assistance prior to an extreme winter sea-

son lost less livestock than households that did not 

receive assistance.39 A qualitative study of a similar 

program in Bangladesh, which delivered govern-

ment aid to communities identified as most likely to 

experience flooding in the upcoming season, found 

that beneficiary households used the cash to main-

tain food consumption and fund evacuation costs.40

PROMOTING CRISIS RESILIENCE

Anticipatory action shifts humanitarian fund-

ing availability from the response phase to an 

earlier point in time when it can be used for resil-

ience building. In some models of anticipatory 

action programs, emergency funds reach indi-

vidual households before a crisis hits, allowing 

those households to make investments that pro-

tect their livelihoods and assets. In other cases, the 

emergency funds are not distributed directly to 

households, but are used by local governments or 

other humanitarian actors to make investments in 

time to mitigate the worst effects of the crisis.

While anticipatory action is usually narrowly 

defined as a financing mechanism that is released 

based on a predefined forecast condition, investing 

in resilience to crises is also a broader concept. 

Resilience is most commonly understood as 

the ability to withstand and recover from exter-

nal shocks, ensuring that short-run shocks do not 

have long-lasting adverse consequences. A wide 

variety of development goals — such as decreas-

ing poverty, increasing access to basic services 

and education, improving institutions, and, at the 

household level, investing in productive assets and 

physical and mental health — can be viewed not 

only as ends in themselves, but also as means to 

improving households’ capacity to absorb or adapt 

to shocks, as demonstrated by a large and grow-

ing body of research.41 Despite this ongoing work, 

important knowledge gaps remain and new ques-

tions have emerged from the most recent crises.

GENERATING RIGOROUS EVIDENCE

Monitoring, evaluation, and impact assessment 

(MEIA) remains a major gap in anticipatory action 

and, more generally, in humanitarian and develop-

ment interventions in fragile and conflict-affected 

settings (see Chapter 7). More evidence is needed 

on the impacts of different types of humanitar-

ian assistance in different contexts, particularly in 

the most challenging places, and on targeting and 

shock-responsive social programming, integrat-

ing emergency aid with long-term resilience, and 

developing effective anticipatory action programs. 

More research is also needed on how to measure 

the cost-benefit ratio of investing in resilience. 

Operationalizing anticipatory action approaches 

requires work on building data sources to mea-

sure risks and on organizing stakeholder coalitions. 

A library of good practices, in addition to guid-

ance for feasible and relevant MEIA techniques 

for anticipatory action, is needed to help develop 

and inform crisis responses. To this end, a new 

CGIAR Research Initiative on Fragility, Conflict, 

and Migration will implement a work program aim-

ing to strengthen anticipatory action in complex 

crises and provide guidance to humanitarian pro-

gramming on building long-run resilience. With 

evidence from this research program, policies can 

be implemented to reduce human suffering in the 

wake of natural disasters and conflict events.
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KEY MESSAGES
	■ Agrifood value chains have transformed in recent years through rapid 

growth, increased diversity and complexity, and a revolution in logis-
tics, storage, and retail. But they remain vulnerable to a variety of 
crises, including disease, conflict, and natural disasters. Their resil-
ience varies with the type of shock, the structure of the chain, and the 
local context.

	■ Value chain impacts can evolve over the course of a crisis. During the 
COVID-19 pandemic, agrifood value chain actors first dealt with lock-
downs, then with a downturn in demand, and finally with rising prices.

	■ Civil strife, conflict, and natural disasters disrupt food production and 
markets, often leading to rising food prices. Risks to food security and 
livelihoods can be reduced through flexible market mechanisms to sup-
port value chains as well as appropriate farming techniques and new 
insurance tools.

	■ Small, informal enterprises and women-owned enterprises are often 
more vulnerable to crisis impacts, as are producers and enterprises with 
limited market options.

	■ Agrifood actors respond to crises with short-term coping strategies and 
long-term adaptations. Improving coping strategies and pursuing trans-
formation that facilitates adaptation are central to building resilience.

To ensure agrifood value chains contribute to recovery and resilience, it is 
crucial to:

	■ Tailor crisis response to the type of shock, the particular context and 
value chain, and when possible, different enterprise sizes.

	■ Invest in improved and innovative technologies and tools that build 
resilience, such as climate-smart agriculture and index-based insurance.

	■ Create a regulatory and business environment that fosters the devel-
opment and widespread adoption of value chain innovations, such as 
e-commerce.

	■ Provide opportunities to continue private trading during crises, for 
example by avoiding trade restrictions and creating safe corridors.

	■ Ensure that women are able to take advantage of financial and digital 
innovations and have viable coping strategies.

	■ Conduct careful and frequent monitoring before and during crises to 
target assistance to crucial value chain nodes.

CHAPTER 4

Agrifood Value Chains
Building Resilient Food Systems
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A grifood value chains in the world’s low- and 

middle-income countries (LMICs) have 

expanded rapidly over the past decade, sup-

plying an increasing volume and diversity of food 

products. This transformation has been driven by 

the fast growth of urban and peri-urban areas as 

well as increasing demand from richer and more 

urban consumers for different, higher-quality, and 

often more expensive food. More farmers than 

ever are now connected to agrifood value chains 

through markets for both agricultural inputs and 

outputs. These connections are not only increas-

ingly numerous but also increasingly complex, 

reflecting the greater diversity of products, inputs, 

and services that farmers buy and sell. Midstream 

and downstream in agrifood value chains, a “quiet” 

revolution has occurred in logistics, storage, trans-

port, wholesale, retail, and food services, with 

fundamental and rapid changes in the structure, 

conduct, and performance of these value chain 

segments and the enterprises involved.1

This transformation provides new opportuni-

ties for farmers to increase their income and food 

security and nutrition,2 and is generating revenues 

for technology upgrades, improving access to 

productivity-enhancing inputs and services, and 

increasing off-farm employment in small and 

medium enterprises (SMEs) in all value chain seg-

ments. At the consumer end, the expansion of value 

chains is essential for feeding urban residents, 

who now account for more than half the popula-

tion in LMICs. But this transformation also brings 

new challenges. As value chains have become lon-

ger, stretching from rural areas to cities and across 

countries, they have also become more vulnera-

ble to shocks that disrupt markets, including crises 

created by climate change, disease, and conflict. 

All these shocks can have major impacts for actors 

throughout the value chain, and consequently for 

livelihoods and consumers’ food security.

Some research has begun to look at understand-

ing, anticipating, and alleviating the impacts of crises 

on agrifood value chains. For example, researchers 

have identified five potential “hotspots” — aspects of 

value chains that can be particularly vulnerable to cri-

ses: (1) physical infrastructure (such as transport and 

storage), which affects risks to production; (2) geo-

graphic length of the supply chain, which affects 
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potential disruptions such as road washouts along a 

supply route; (3) perishability of the product, which 

can make it vulnerable to delivery delays; (4) prev-

alence and robustness of physical capital, such as 

storage bins and cold chambers used by traders; and 

(5) “stranded assets,” that is, assets that are only profit-

able in a particular end-market that the owner cannot 

access because of a supply chain shock.3 Beyond 

these particular vulnerabilities, supply disruptions are 

determined by the nature and intensity of the shock 

and the exposure of supply chain actors.4

Minimizing the inevitable disruptions will require 

appropriate policy environments and investments 

all along the value chain, from the farm to the con-

sumer. In the face of increasingly frequent shocks, 

the ongoing transformation will be essential to 

improving the adaptive capacity of agrifood value 

chains. To boost resilience, governments will need to 

create a business environment that fosters adapta-

tion and innovation. In the private sector, continued 

investments in assets and good practices both in 

input supply chains (such as agro-dealers who pro-

vide inputs to farmers) and in the midstream of value 

chains (including processors, logistics firms, and 

wholesalers) will be essential to supporting food 

security during crises.

In this chapter, we review some of the recent 

evidence on the impact of three different types of 

crises — pandemics, conflict, and climate change — 

on the functioning of agrifood value chains and 

distill some lessons learned for building resilience.

THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC

COVID-19 — and the policies implemented to con-

tain it — constituted an unprecedented shock to 

value chains worldwide. The challenges faced by 

agrifood businesses evolved over the course of the 

pandemic, reflecting policy shifts, the evolution of 

the disease, and changing economic conditions. 

In LMICs, threats to value chains progressed from 

mobility restrictions during the initial lockdowns, to 

depressed demand as economic activity declined, 

and most recently to price inflation.

SHOCKS TO VALUE CHAINS
During the first half of 2020, restrictions on trans-

port and human mobility plus temporary closures 

of businesses and public institutions disrupted the 

flow of goods and services along global, regional, 

national, and subnational supply chains. For exam-

ple, lockdowns prevented or delayed delivery of 

produce from farms to markets and inputs from 

factories to farms. In many cases, these restric-

tions raised food prices, at least temporarily. The 

initial containment policies implemented in devel-

oping countries often failed to consider the critical 

role of domestic supply chains in national food 

systems; in sub-Saharan Africa and India, for exam-

ple, these supply chains deliver approximately 

80 percent of the food consumed (by value).5 As a 

result, lockdowns caused major disruptions to the 

food supply in many African and Asian countries 

and for diverse food commodities.

The impacts of initially stringent lockdown 

policies on transport and mobility were mainly 

short-lived, however. Businesses soon introduced 

work-arounds, such as operating on new routes 

or opening outside of normal business hours, and 

governments made quick policy adjustments, 

often prioritizing movement of agrifood products 

and farm inputs along with medicine and other 

essential products. Yet despite these adaptations, 

movement restrictions and related constraints on 

accessing materials and labor meant that many con-

sumers experienced declines in income and loss 

of employment, which led to a drop in demand for 

food products. These impacts affected agrifood 

businesses directly. For instance, in Nigeria, a sur-

vey of enterprises in poultry and fish supply chains 

found that the main problems early in the pandemic 

were access to inputs, transport, and markets, 

along with low consumer demand.6

Over time, this set of challenges faded, while 

rising input costs and financial constraints (that 

is, inability to access or recoup loans) became 

more troublesome.7 In many places, the combi-

nation of reduced consumer demand with rising 

input and operating costs squeezed the profits 

of farms and other supporting businesses, caus-

ing them to reduce their output or turnover.8 Food 

prices rose as a result of these pandemic impacts, 

reaching the highest levels in a decade by the end 

of 2021, before rising even further in 2022 when 

the Russia-Ukraine war put additional pressure on 

global fuel and food prices.
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RESILIENCE AND VULNERABILITY
Some enterprises were more vulnerable to these 

COVID-19 disruptions than others, and impacts were 

often context-specific. Women-led agrifood enter-

prises were sometimes, but not always, less resilient 

in the face of pandemic lockdowns than enterprises 

led by men, varying by country and by product. In 

Nigeria, for example, women-owned enterprises in 

poultry and fish value chains were 11 percent more 

likely to close than those owned by men between 

2020 and 2021.9 However, a similar study of SMEs 

in the midstream of potato and fish value chains 

in Kenya found no significant effect of the own-

ers’ gender on changes in business turnover during 

the pandemic.10 And a study of agrifood SMEs in 

17 countries found that although women-owned firms 

were more likely to report a production decrease 

of 30 percent or more as a result of the lockdowns, 

no differences were reported in business earnings 

between firms owned by women and men.11

Small, informal firms were sometimes, but not 

always, less resilient than larger, formal-sector 

enterprises. As with gender, the findings for firm 

size and COVID-19 impacts varied by context. In 

some countries, food enterprises in the informal 

sector (many of which are small and many owned by 

women) were disproportionately harmed by con-

tainment policies that favored formal businesses 

such as supermarkets.12 In Senegal, large, formal, 

export-oriented vegetable farms fared better under 

COVID-19 restrictions than small farms and trad-

ers supplying domestic markets,13 while in Nigeria, 

larger businesses in poultry and fish supply chains 

were 13 percent less likely to close than small busi-

nesses. On the other hand, smaller vegetable 

farms in Ethiopia were found to be less vulnera-

ble to COVID-19 disruptions than medium-sized 

farms, because the smaller farms were less reliant 

on hired labor.14 This pattern was also identified in 

Kenya, where smaller firms in the midstream seg-

ments of potato and fish value chains proved more 

resilient (as measured by relative changes in vol-

umes traded) to shocks over the 2019–2021 period 

than larger businesses, though the very largest 

businesses surveyed experienced smaller relative 

reductions in sales.15

During the early stages of the pandemic, shorter 

supply chains (in terms of distance from farms to 

consumers) were expected to be more resilient 

than longer ones,16 but their response has proven 

more complex. In Ethiopia, vegetable farmers who 

faced less competition from other areas (whether 

domestic or international) due to pandemic-related 

trade restrictions benefited through higher prices 

for their produce, while those who could no longer 

access markets within the country fared worse.17 

Among Australian agrifood businesses, those 

with both domestic and global value chain part-

ners proved more resilient than those with only 

global business partners.18 However, even in highly 

export-oriented sectors, firms with multiple poten-

tial buyers tended to weather the crisis well. For 

example, the Norwegian salmon industry was able 

to redirect products to alternative national markets 

and target alternative market segments by chang-

ing product forms, such as from fresh to frozen 

fish.19 In contrast, supply chains delivering prod-

ucts to a single end-market, whether domestic or 

for export, were likely to suffer serious disruption, 

particularly where gluts of seasonal production 

coincided with movement restrictions, as hap-

pened with potatoes in Kenya.20

RESPONDING TO THE CRISIS
To address the diverse challenges related to the 

pandemic, businesses across all segments of 

agrifood value chains made two broad sets of 

adaptations: (1) short-term coping strategies, such 

as pausing or reducing business activities, mini-

mizing operating costs, drawing down savings, or 

borrowing; and (2) longer-term or more proactive 

adaptations, such as the adoption of digital tech-

nologies, operational diversification, or increasing 

use of contracts (for example, retailers and pro-

cessors signed contracts with farmers to reduce 

market risk for both parties).

Deep and abrupt changes in business prac-

tices, products, or technologies that substantially 

alter supply chains have been termed “pivoting.”21 

Pivoting may be pursued as a short-term coping 

mechanism or as a long-term adaptation action 

and strategy. Pivots by food industry firms during 

the COVID-19 pandemic were focused primarily on 

marketing channels (such as shifting from in-store 

or in-restaurant sales to e-commerce) and technolo-

gies (such as shifting from labor- to capital-intensive 
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technologies). Perhaps the most significant of these 

pivots was the boom in e-commerce for food retail 

sales in many LMICs, as consumers sought to pre-

vent infection by avoiding public places. Although 

food e-commerce and associated online platforms 

and logistics infrastructure were growing prior to 

the pandemic, most notably in China, the pandemic 

dramatically boosted their expansion across mul-

tiple regions, albeit unevenly, with rapid growth in 

parts of Latin America, Southeast Asia, and India, 

and slower growth in much of sub-Saharan Africa 

(Figure 1). The differences in regional expansion 

are explained by the basic enabling conditions for 

these businesses in the different regions — hard 

infrastructure like roads that allowed fulfillment of 

digital orders, and soft infrastructure like business 

regulations that did not fetter the establishment of 

new enterprises in this sector.

Uptake of digital information and communi-

cation technologies (ICT) by smaller actors and 

individuals in food value chains also accelerated 

significantly. For instance, in Kenya, the use of 

“mobile money” for making transactions and of 

phones, social media, and online marketplaces to 

search for buyers or sellers increased in the wake 

of the pandemic.22 Similar changes, though start-

ing from a lower base, have also been observed in 

Nigeria.23 In India, accepting digital payment via 

QR codes became very common, even among the 

smallest retail businesses.24

Signs of a partial business recovery were evi-

dent in most countries in 2021 despite the severity 

of the Delta variant of COVID-19, which predomi-

nated by mid-year. In LMICs, this business resilience 

reflects in part the nature of the small farms and 

firms that make up the bulk of the food system. 

These enterprises typically have low overhead and 

few hired workers, which allowed them to scale 

back operations and persist through times of crisis. 

However, their coping strategies, including draw-

ing down savings and borrowing, likely exacted a 

heavy cost in terms of human welfare and eroded 

their capacity to adapt to future shocks. The largest 

businesses have been best placed to adapt proac-

tively through pivots — such as the reconfiguration 

of supply chains and diffusion of e-commerce — 

often facilitated by co-pivots by other supply 

chain actors such as logistics providers.25 These 

Figure 1  E-commerce yearly growth rates in 2019 (before COVID-19) and 2020

Source: Data from V. Vardhan, “Impact of the COVID-19 Pandemic on Retailing in Emerging Countries,” Powerpoint presentation by 

Euromonitor International, October 2020, cited in T. Reardon, A. Heiman, L. Lu, C.S.R. Nuthalapati, R. Vos, and D. Zilberman, “’‘Pivoting’ by 

Food Industry Firms to Cope with COVID-19 in Developing Regions: E-commerce and ‘Copivoting’ Delivery Intermediaries,” Agricultural 

Economics 52, 3 (2021): 459–475.
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disparities may have contributed to increasing con-

centration in ownership and market shares in some 

instances.26 However, many smaller farms and firms 

were also quick to adopt or increase their use of ICT 

to overcome coordination problems and reduce 

the need for physical contact during the crisis, and 

they look set to continue on this path.

CIVIL STRIFE AND CONFLICTS

Most of the world’s extreme poor live in fragile 

states.27 Yet despite the enormous importance of 

these areas for global food security, relatively little 

research has examined how agrifood value chains 

respond and adapt in such contexts. Food prices 

and the affordability of food are particularly crit-

ical in these settings. Some research has shown 

that rising food prices are often the cause of vio-

lent conflict and unrest, and there are significant 

linkages and feedback loops between violence 

and food prices. Here we briefly discuss two con-

flicts — one international (the Russia-Ukraine war), 

which has global implications, and one with largely 

domestic impacts (Myanmar).

RUSSIA-UKRAINE WAR
The recent war in Ukraine has highlighted the 

vulnerability of global agrifood value chains to 

conflict. International commodity markets were 

already volatile before the war began, as a result of 

the COVID-19 pandemic and weather shocks that 

reduced harvests. Food prices were at their highest 

level in a decade, and international fertilizer prices 

had increased by 125 percent in the preceding year, 

due to high prices for natural gas and coal (used as 

feedstock and energy sources in ammonia produc-

tion).28 High energy prices and a global shortage 

of containers also led to a substantial increase in 

international shipping costs in 2021. When Russia 

invaded Ukraine in February 2022, food prices 

increased rapidly, especially wheat prices, which 

rose by more than 40 percent in just two months. 

By July, they had returned to pre-conflict levels, but 

to date remain well above the historical average. 

Fertilizer prices also increased, given that Russia 

and Belarus were major fertilizer suppliers,29 which 

has sparked serious concerns about food security, 

especially in LMICs.

While the countries most dependent on wheat 

imports from Ukraine and Russia were directly 

affected, the impact of the war on agrifood value 

chains has been global, affecting many LMICs 

that import wheat and leading to spillover effects 

on other value chains.30 As with the food crises in 

2007/08 and 2010, some countries have tried to 

shield themselves from rising food prices by imple-

menting export restrictions or lowering import 

restrictions. These trade policy interventions only 

aggravate the global problem by escalating dis-

ruptions of global agrifood value chains and food 

price volatility.31 Price-insulating policies adopted 

by a number of countries in the wake of the Ukraine 

crisis have contributed to high volatility in world 

prices, as price risks were transferred from one 

group of countries to another.32 However, some 

unambiguously beneficial trade policies have also 

been adopted in the crisis, such as the creation 

of safe corridors that can help reduce the impact 

of the conflict — including the Black Sea Grain 

Initiative, which has allowed grain exports from 

Ukraine’s seaports.

CONFLICT IN MYANMAR
In Myanmar, civil strife has disrupted domestic 

agrifood value chains. Myanmar’s military seized 

control in a coup in February 2021, setting the 

country on a path toward widespread violence, 

insecurity, and major economic contraction. In pro-

test, Myanmar’s people organized a national Civil 

Disobedience Movement and worker strikes that 

disrupted service delivery for both public institu-

tions and private businesses. Banks discontinued 

in-person services and faced severe liquidity short-

ages, limiting businesses’ ability to pay employees 

and suppliers as well as individuals’ access to 

their money. Cumulatively, these disruptions had 

major economic consequences — GDP declined 

by 18 percent and the poverty rate increased by 

between 8 and 18 percentage points.33

The value chain for rice, Myanmar’s primary sta-

ple food, is the country’s biggest and is closely 

linked to the banking and transport sectors. In the 

aftermath of the coup, a number of challenges arose 

in the rice value chain, as banks were short of cash 

and transport was complicated by lack of drivers, 

lack of fuel or high costs of fuel, and road blocks. 
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Nonetheless, rice processing and trade contin-

ued, ensuring that rice was available in most retail 

markets, and processing margins remained largely 

stable — demonstrating the value chain’s resilience 

to such major shocks.34 This resilience reflects the 

ability of value chain actors to adapt to new con-

ditions. For example, to address the impact of the 

banking crisis, millers began using a modified hundi 

payment system to sell rice, whereby a sale is nego-

tiated and payment is transferred from a trusted 

third party with available cash. However, as the mar-

gin increased between the price that rice millers 

received and the price that retailers charged con-

sumers, average retail prices rose by 11 percent, 

implying welfare losses of almost US$500 million 

for the country (equivalent to 3 percent of agricul-

tural GDP). Despite the knot of problems that must 

be addressed in such settings, there are policy tools 

that can help. For example, easing transport restric-

tions and facilitating cheap and safe trade of food 

products can reduce food price inflation, ensure 

higher farm prices, and thus improve welfare.35

NATURAL CALAMITIES

Natural calamities, such as floods and droughts, 

cause major disruptions in agrifood value chains, 

as the recent disastrous flooding in Pakistan has 

reminded the world. Such extreme weather events 

are occurring with greater frequency, and the 

shocks can affect a wide area. For example, floods 

in Bangladesh in 1998 covered two-thirds of the 

country, causing severe damage to the country’s 

rice crop. However, widespread food insecurity was 

avoided, as Bangladesh’s rice markets adjusted to 

the loss of domestic production through signifi-

cant commercial rice imports from India. Because 

Bangladesh had liberalized trade in the early 1990s, 

private traders were assured that sufficient rice 

imports would be available.36 In Ethiopia, where 

drought is common, the worst impacts may be 

avoided by adopting appropriate agricultural prac-

tices. A study found that training farmers in the 

production and conservation of livestock fodder as 

well as in soil and water conservation practices — 

good practices even in normal times — was crucial 

for strengthening farmers’ capacity to adapt to and 

cope with drought.37

The increasing frequency of natural calamities 

that affect agrifood systems has generated signif-

icant interest and experimentation with innovative 

index-based agricultural insurance products to 

reduce the risk faced by farmers. While globally 

about half of all farms are covered by agricultural 

insurance, a substantial number of farms in LMICs 

are left out.38 Index-based insurance products are 

generally perceived to be too expensive for smaller 

farms in these settings, and uptake has been 

low. Given the importance of such risk-reducing 

products in increasing the resilience of agrifood 

value chains, one promising option for improving 

uptake is to bundle these insurance products with 

stress-tolerant seed varieties, risk-oriented credit/

savings products, or extension services.39 However, 

despite innovations and new opportunities cre-

ated by advances in remotely-sensed data systems, 

digital technologies, smartphones, and e-banking, 

insurance for catastrophic risks is expected to 

remain unaffordable for most farmers and thus is 

an inequitable form of safety net,40 leaving many 

farmers dependent on disaster assistance in cata-

strophic years.

LESSONS LEARNED

A number of lessons can be drawn from the 

responses of agrifood value chains to these differ-

ent crises.

Agrifood value chains have generally proven 
quite resilient to shocks, though in ways 
that are heterogenous and context specific. 
The type of crisis — driven by climate, civil strife, 

pandemic, or other shocks — affects value chains’ 

resilience. The resilience of agrifood value chains has 

sometimes come from direct policy interventions, as 

seen in exemptions of food service industries from 

lockdowns in the case of the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Structural differences in value chains can make one 

value chain more resilient than others. In particular, 

small informal firms may be more vulnerable or face 

greater constraints in their response than large for-

mal firms. Thus, interventions and policies should be 

tailored not only to the type of crisis but also to the 

specific context, value chain, and if possible, size of 

the enterprise affected.
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Improved and new technologies have 
an important role to play in ensuring 
greater resilience of value chains. Proactive 

investments are needed to establish wide-

spread availability of usable knowledge and 

shock-resistant technologies, such as climate-smart 

technologies and practices, and relevant ICT. In 

the past, breeding efforts by international research 

organizations have led to lower yield volatility,41 

and today the development of new agricultural 

technologies again has an important role to play 

in improving risk management. In addition, appro-

priate insurance instruments and risk mitigation 

strategies should be facilitated, with public sector 

interventions playing a crucial role.

A regulatory and business environment 
needs to be created (or existing environ-
ments reformed) to allow shock-responsive 
innovations to develop and spread in the 
face of crisis. In some cases, this means reduc-

ing or eliminating constraints, such as unnecessary 

requirements or “red tape”; in other cases, it means 

making public investments in fundamentals such 

as roads, wholesale markets, and electrification. 

During the COVID-19 pandemic, the accelerated 

take-off of e-commerce and the quick spread of 

alternative payment systems — such as mobile 

money and informal transfer systems — showed the 

contribution of such innovations to value chains’ 

resilience. While contract farming and commod-

ity exchanges could also have more important 

roles to play in price risk management, their 

growth in LMICs has been hampered by contract 

enforcement issues, liquidity problems, and high 

transaction costs, among other issues.42

Ensuring continued private trading oppor-
tunities is important for overcoming crises. 
These opportunities help value chain actors to 

diversify suppliers and customers and to work 

around local constraints, including restrictive 

trade policies implemented in response to crises. 

Such trade barriers often lead to higher price vol-

atility and higher margins in agricultural markets, 

and should therefore be avoided. Keeping trans-

portation and appropriate logistics functioning is 

crucial for maintaining trade in agricultural inputs 

and outputs, which are typically transported over 

long distances in both transitional and modern 

markets. For example, the creation of safe corri-

dors for agrifood products — as seen in the case of 

the Ukraine war — can sometimes reduce impacts 

of disturbances.

Attention to gender is important, as women 
often suffer greater setbacks from crises. 
Ensuring that women retain access to productive 

opportunities across various nodes in value chains 

can limit the impact on food security and liveli-

hoods. For example, women must be able to take 

advantage of digital agriculture and finance inno-

vations as well as training in food safety and other 

food technology practices. Moreover, women often 

draw down their savings more quickly than men 

during crises; to address this, further research is 

needed on women’s coping strategies and ways to 

improve them.

Careful and frequent monitoring, both 
before and during crises, can support bet-
ter targeting of interventions to crucial 
value chain nodes. Given the rapid evolution 

of crisis situations, updated information on where 

and when shocks occur and whom they affect is 

often lacking, including information on road clo-

sures, price changes, and product scarcities (see 

Chapter 2). Before a shock occurs, countries can 

undertake hazard assessments of their value 

chains to be better prepared and build resilience 

in advance. Detailed guidance on such risk assess-

ments for value chains is available.43 During crises, 

frequent surveys on important impacts are feasi-

ble, given widespread mobile phone use. These 

phone surveys have been shown to be useful44 and 

should be encouraged. For example, the World 

Food Programme is increasingly using such sur-

veys in crisis situations, although monitoring of 

value chain agents remains limited.45 In addition, 

the increasing availability of big data and improved 

methodologies to effectively use such data has 

great potential for better monitoring in these 

fast-changing situations.
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KEY MESSAGES
	■ Social protection programs, especially social safety nets that provide 

cash and in-kind transfers, are an increasingly common policy tool to 
reduce poverty and improve food security and nutrition in low- and 
middle-income countries.

	■ Social protection can play a critical role in times of crisis. Programs have 
been expanded in response to recent shocks, but coverage remains low 
in the poorest countries and in urban areas.

	■ Before crises occur, social safety nets can reduce vulnerability and build 
resilience by helping households build assets, increase productive 
investments, and diversify income sources.

	■ During crises, social safety nets that provide timely and adequate cash 
or in-kind transfers help maintain household consumption and savings 
and limit use of welfare-reducing coping strategies. Benefits can be 
expanded effectively and quickly when programs are already in place.

	■ There is growing international commitment to better coordinating 
emergency and long-term social assistance to improve crisis responses.

To boost the role of safety nets in recovery and resilience, steps should be 
taken to:

	■ Shift toward a more proactive approach to disasters by building highly 
adaptive, flexible, inclusive social protection systems and by budgeting 
for potential crises.

	■ Invest in incorporating shock-responsive designs into social protec-
tion programming to scale up support faster and more effectively 
during emergencies. This includes investment in monitoring and in 
predictive early warning systems, as well as unified and digitized tar-
geting systems.

	■ Improve coordination between emergency humanitarian aid and pre-
existing social protection programs to facilitate delivery and targeting 
of transfers.

	■ Explore new ways to cover the costs of social protection, such as climate 
or green financing schemes, and to reduce costs of implementation, 
such as use of cash transfers and mobile payments when appropriate 
for the context.

CHAPTER 5

Social Protection
Adaptive Safety Nets for 
Crisis Recovery
KALLE HIRVONEN

Kalle Hirvonen is a senior research fellow, Development Strategies and Governance Unit, 

International Food Policy Research Institute.
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O ver the past two decades, social protection 

programs have become a mainstream pol-

icy tool to address chronic poverty and food 

insecurity in low- and middle-income countries 

(LMICs). Social safety net programs are one of the 

most common forms of social protection (Box 1). 

In sub-Saharan Africa, for example, the number of 

social safety net programs has more than tripled 

since the early 2000s,1 and today each country in 

the region operates at least one such program.2 

Evidence is mounting that social safety net pro-

grams and social protection more broadly can 

improve food security, reduce chronic poverty, 

and build household wealth (assets).3 Moreover, 

social safety net programs can improve nutritional 

outcomes,4 protect aspirations (people’s ability to 

visualize and engage in forward-looking activities) 

during natural disasters,5 and increase resilience in 

the face of climate change.6 Social safety net pro-

grams may even prevent local conflicts,7 increase 

trust in local governments,8 and stimulate eco-

nomic growth by encouraging savings, addressing 

credit market imperfections, and creating com-

munal assets.9 Finally, cash transfers, one form of 

safety net, have been found to improve women’s 

empowerment10 and even reduce the risk of inti-

mate partner violence, particularly when coupled 

with complementary activities.11

In low- and middle-income countries (LMICs), 

social safety net programs reach a considerably 

larger share of people in rural areas than they 

do in urban areas (Figures 1A and 1B). Most rural 

people derive their livelihoods from rainfed agri-

culture (either directly or indirectly), and therefore 

many safety net programs have been primarily 

designed to protect rural livelihoods from extreme 

weather events, such as droughts and floods. 

This rural focus is justified, given that global pov-

erty remains concentrated in rural areas12 and that 

damaging weather is predicted to intensify and 

become more frequent due to climate change.13 

However, the COVID-19 pandemic and the 2022 

food price spikes — two global shocks — have hit the 

urban poor particularly hard,14 exposing the lim-

itations of social protection programming in urban 

areas.15 Recurring crises — weather anomalies, nat-

ural disasters, disease epidemics, conflicts, and 

price shocks — are increasingly complex and often 
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interlinked, and so require highly adaptive and flex-

ible social protection systems to protect the poor 

and the vulnerable.

This chapter illustrates how social protection 

programs protect before, during, and after crises. 

It then discusses the role of shock-responsive (or 

adaptive) social protection programs that comple-

ment humanitarian response by building resilience 

before shocks occur and, during crises, by offering 

a mechanism for channeling support that is both 

cost-effective and timely.

EFFECTIVENESS OF SOCIAL SAFETY 
NET PROGRAMS DURING CRISES

Expansion of cash transfers and other social safety 

net measures has been a common policy response 

to recent major crises such as the COVID-19 pan-

demic and the 2022 global food price crisis.16 In 

this regard, the 2007/08 global food price crisis 

was likely an important catalyst, as it alerted policy-

makers to the inadequate coverage and limited 

coordination of social protection in LMICs.17 Ex post 

assessments found that channeling and targeting of 

support during the 2007/08 crisis was considerably 

more effective in countries that had preexist-

ing safety net programs.18 Possibly as a result, the 

past two decades have seen major investments in 

safety nets and other social protection measures 

in LMICs.19 Yet despite the strong evidence base 

and growing interest in expanding social safety 

net programs, their coverage among the poorest 

segments of the population remains low in LMICs. 

According to the latest ASPIRE database,20 less than 

15 percent of the poorest quintile in low-income 

countries receive social assistance, rising to just 

below 60 percent in upper-middle-income coun-

tries (Figure 1C). Coverage is similarly low for the 

Box 1	 TYPES OF SOCIAL PROTECTION PROGRAMS

Social protection programs fall into three categories: (1) social safety net (or social assistance) programs that provide 
noncontributory transfers to the poor and vulnerable; (2) contributory social insurance programs; and (3) labor market 
programs (such as unemployment insurance, wage subsidies, and trainings).1 Contributory transfers refer to regular payments 
that individual participants must make to cover the costs of future loss of employment or other shocks. Noncontributory 
programs do not require payments from the participants.

This chapter focuses primarily on social safety net programs. In low- and middle-income countries, these programs reach 
a considerably larger share of the population than do social insurance and labor market programs, particularly in the poorest 
countries (Figure 1). Social assistance programs are also considered more important for poverty reduction than other forms 
of social protection.2

While recent years have seen a shift toward cash-based social protection programming, in-kind transfers in the form of 
food or nonfood items remain widespread.3 Transfers can be unconditional or conditioned on recipients meeting certain 
obligations —  for example, education- or health-related objectives, such as participation in classes. In public works programs, 
transfers are conditioned on work requirements.

Transfers in social assistance programs are typically targeted to the poorest and most vulnerable households. Targeting 
methods vary. Some programs select beneficiaries based on community assessment or information on household incomes 
or asset levels while others target certain geographies or demographic groups.4 Transfers can also be targeted within 
households, for example to mothers. Recent experimental evidence from cash transfer programs in Burkina Faso, Kenya, 
and Morocco suggests that whether the targeted recipients are men or women does not significantly affect child health or 
education outcomes.5

Universal basic income schemes provide unconditional transfers to all citizens without targeting. While there have been 
small-scale pilots in countries such as Finland, India, Kenya, and the Republic of Korea, no country is currently operating a 
full-scale national universal basic income program.6
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Figure 1  Share of people receiving different forms of social protection, by country income group 

Source: Data from the World Bank Atlas of Social Protection: Indicators of Resilience and Equity (ASPIRE) database (2020).� .

Note: Social safety nets (social assistance) refers to programs that provide noncontributory transfers to the poor and vulnerable. Social insurance refers to 

contributory programs requiring regular payments that participants must make to cover the costs of future employment losses or other shocks. Labor market 

refers to programs such as unemployment insurance, wage subsidies, and trainings. N=112 countries (110 countries in Figure 1D). The latest available year for 

each country used. High-income countries were omitted due to limited data availability. The poorest quintile (1C) and the extreme poor (1D) are based on per 

capita pretransfer income or consumption. Missing coverage data were replaced with imputed values using extrapolation or data from the previous available 

year. If no previous data were available, the coverage level was assumed to be zero.
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extreme poor, that is those living with less than 

$1.90 PPP per day (Figure 1D).

During crises, social safety net programs can 

offer protection through several channels. Timely 

and adequate cash or in-kind transfers provide 

relief in the immediate aftermath of a shock. But 

safety net programs can also improve resilience by 

building households’ or communities’ capacity to 

deal with future shocks (see Chapter 3). A recent 

meta-analysis of rigorous impact evaluations found 

that social assistance programs increase house-

hold asset holdings,21 which can serve as a buffer 

against future shocks. Safety nets may also pro-

mote productive investments and allow households 

to diversify their income sources, making them less 

vulnerable to future shocks.22

There is growing evidence across LMICs that 

social safety net programs do protect during cri-

ses. In Ethiopia, for example, droughts continue to 

reduce welfare, but households benefiting from 

the national Productive Safety Net Program (PSNP) 

recover to their pre-shock food security levels faster 

than do nonbeneficiaries.23 A smaller-scale UNICEF 

cash transfer program in north Ethiopia was found 

to protect children’s food consumption during local-

ized droughts.24 Zambia’s Child Grant Programme, 

which provides unconditional cash transfers to 

households with preschool-age or disabled children, 

has protected household consumption expenditures 

during rainfall anomalies.25 In Niger, an uncondi-

tional government cash transfer program mitigated 

the negative impacts of droughts on household con-

sumption and poverty.26 Mexico’s conditional cash 

transfer program, Progresa, has been found to pro-

tect the consumption of nutritious foods during 

droughts,27 keep children in school following natu-

ral disasters,28 and even remedy negative impacts 

of shocks that occurred several years before house-

holds enrolled in the program.29 In India’s Bay of 

Bengal region, access to a rural livelihood program 

partly mitigated the devastating economic impacts 

of an unusually strong cyclone in 2013.30 In response 

to a major cyclone in Fiji in 2016, the government 

provided a one-time top-up transfer to the benefi-

ciaries of existing social protection schemes. Fijian 

households that were only just eligible for an exist-

ing program based on a poverty score index and 

received the top-up transfer recovered faster from 

the cyclone’s damages to their dwellings than house-

holds with only slightly better scores that were 

ineligible to participate in the program.31

Disease epidemics constitute a very different 

type of shock than do weather shocks and other 

natural disasters. For example, the COVID-19 

pandemic resulted in increased mortality and mor-

bidity, but also negatively affected incomes and 

disrupted food systems, as well as complicating 

the logistics of delivering assistance through social 

protection programs.32 However, evidence from 

the pandemic suggests that transfer programs also 

protect beneficiaries during such widespread dis-

ease outbreaks. A cash transfer program rolled out 

in Colombia targeting poor households during the 

pandemic improved their food access and reduced 

their reliance on welfare-reducing coping strate-

gies, such as asset depletion and borrowing.33 In 

Bolivia, a large-scale noncontributory pension pro-

gram had sizable positive impacts on food security 

during the early months of the pandemic, partic-

ularly protecting poor households and those who 

lost their livelihoods.34 In rural Ethiopia, the PSNP 

protected household food security during the 

pandemic.35 Another approach, a universal basic 

income scheme in rural Kenya, showed positive 

effects on food security as well as on physical and 

mental health.36 And in urban Kenya, a one-time 

cash transfer to women-led microenterprises sub-

stantially increased inventory spending, revenues, 

and profits during the pandemic.37

These findings from a wide range of contexts 

provide strong evidence that cash transfers and 

other social protection measures protect household 

consumption and savings during natural disasters 

and epidemics. In the absence of safety nets, poor 

households usually have no option but to resort to 

welfare-reducing coping strategies, such as cutting 

food consumption, selling productive assets, or pull-

ing children from school, with women and girls often 

the worst affected (see Chapter 6). Such coping 

strategies can have serious negative consequences 

in the short term, and their negative impacts may 

persist for several decades. For example, a sizable 

literature shows that short-term nutritional defi-

ciencies during early childhood can lower final 

educational attainment and increase the risk of pov-

erty in adulthood.38
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SHOCK-RESPONSIVE 
SOCIAL PROTECTION

Despite the growing number of social protection pro-

grams, many LMICs continue to receive emergency 

aid to address humanitarian situations, many of which 

are protracted or recurring39 (see Chapter 7). This 

fact, and the increasing frequency and complexity 

of shocks, has generated a widespread commit-

ment among international agencies to strengthen 

coordination between social protection and emer-

gency aid.40 Notably, the Grand Bargain agreement 

between international donors and humanitar-

ian agencies, launched at the World Humanitarian 

Summit in 2016, commits them to “increase social 

protection programmes and strengthen national 

and local systems and coping mechanisms in order 

to build resilience in fragile contexts.”41 The core 

premise is that leveraging existing social protection 

programs as a platform for channeling emergency 

support can be quicker, more effective, and more 

inclusive than setting up and operating parallel 

humanitarian systems during crises.42 For exam-

ple, during the COVID-19 pandemic, preexisting 

social protection programs were often considerably 

more agile in delivering and targeting transfers than 

entirely new programs and initiatives.43

During crises, emergency aid can be chan-

neled to existing social protection beneficiaries 

(vertical expansion) or used to expand coverage to 

crisis-affected nonbeneficiary households (horizon-

tal expansion). Other adaptions include adjusting 

the rules and conditions of existing social protec-

tion programs or aligning the emergency support 

to match the modalities of an existing social pro-

tection program.44 The past few years have seen 

an increased interest in establishing such adaptive 

or shock-responsive social protection programs in 

LMICs.45 While rigorous evaluations of these pro-

grams are still in the works,46 many LMICs have 

already incorporated shock-responsive designs 

into their social protection programming.

Kenya’s Hunger Safety Net Program (HSNP), 

for example, provides unconditional cash trans-

fers on a bimonthly basis to the poorest households 

residing in drought-vulnerable northern Kenya.47 

The program is designed to expand horizontally 

during droughts and other weather shocks. The 

National Drought Management Authority mon-

itors weather conditions in the area using the 

remote-sensing-based Vegetation Condition 

Index (VCI). Very low VCI values trigger horizontal 

expansion in the form of emergency payments to 

households not included in the HSNP. The program’s 

budget has been drafted based on needs in normal 

years as well as careful assessment of drought prob-

abilities and costs of disaster response.48

Ethiopia’s PSNP was set up to provide a more 

sustainable response mechanism to recurring 

droughts and ad hoc emergency appeals in areas 

that have been historically vulnerable to droughts 

and other weather disasters.49 Within these areas, 

communities themselves select beneficiaries who 

receive payments for six months, in the form of cash 

or food, in exchange for performing labor-intensive 

public works, while poor and chronically 

food-insecure households with limited labor capac-

ity receive unconditional payments. With 8 million 

beneficiaries, the PSNP is one of the largest safety 

net programs in Africa.50 However, despite its suc-

cess in improving food security, asset levels, and 

resilience,51 the need for annual humanitarian aid 

persists in areas where the PSNP is operational.52 At 

the national level, it is estimated that approximately 

5 million people who are not regularly benefiting 

from the PSNP require emergency assistance in 

non-drought years,53 highlighting the chronic gap 

between actual needs and the funding made avail-

able for the program.54

The PSNP, however, does have various mecha-

nisms for scaling up support during crises. During 

a widespread drought in 2011, the program 

expanded both vertically (by extending the dura-

tion of support to 6.5 million beneficiaries) and 

horizontally (by providing three months of pay-

ments to more than 3 million additional people).55 

Leveraging the PSNP during the crisis had multiple 

benefits. The time between identifying the crisis 

and responding to it was reduced to two months, 

compared with the typical response time of eight 

months for disbursement of emergency support 

in Ethiopia. In addition, the use of existing delivery 

platforms was highly cost-effective: an estimated 

cost of US$53 per beneficiary compared with $169 

spent for United Nations or NGO-managed emer-

gency assistance. An evaluation of the coordination 
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Figure 2  Limited association between climate risk and social assistance coverage in the poorest quintile

 

Source: Data from the World Bank Atlas of Social Protection: Indicators of Resilience and Equity (ASPIRE) database, updated June 28, 2022; and from GCIR, D. 

Eckstein, V. Künzel, L. Schäfer, and M. Winges, Global Climate Risk Index 2020 (Bonn: Germanwatch, 2019).

Note: The Global Climate Risk Index (GCIR)  measures the extent to which countries have already been affected by weather anomalies in terms of lives lost and 

economic losses. Lower GCRI values indicate higher climate risk. N=120 countries (latest available data point for each country). Dashed vertical and horizontal 

lines mark the median values of climate risk index and social assistance coverage, respectively. The shaded quadrant indicates the area of greatest concern.
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between the PSNP and emergency support in 

2017/18 found that together these two programs 

provided a continuum of support: the PSNP tar-

geted chronically food-insecure households, while 

the humanitarian aid focused more on acutely vul-

nerable households.56 Since then, an effort has 

been underway to further consolidate the PSNP 

and annual emergency assistance delivery systems 

and procedures into a single framework.

Setting up shock-responsive social protection 

programs requires major investment and effort.57 

Effective shock response requires close coordina-

tion across different social protection programs 

as well as emergency response programs within a 

country. Moreover, the information requirements 

for these programs are high. Policymakers need 

to know what risks vulnerable populations are fac-

ing, where these risks are likely to materialize, and 

who is vulnerable.58 Early warning systems are 

needed to facilitate a rapid and effective response 

(see Chapters 2 and 3). In Bangladesh, for example, 

anticipatory cash transfers to households pre-

dicted to be severely affected by impending floods 

served to mitigate the negative impacts on food 

security and partially protected household savings 

when the flooding occurred.59 Unified targeting 

systems based on social registries likely need to 

be established to rapidly determine eligibility for 

support when crises occur. For example, the intro-

duction of a unified targeting system in Indonesia 

improved both targeting accuracy and harmoni-

zation across different social protection programs 

in the country.60 Possibly as a result, Indonesia’s 

social protection response during the COVID-19 

pandemic was considered strong: more than 

85 percent of households received some form of 

assistance during the early months of the pandemic 

and the support was relatively well targeted to the 

poorest households, with little duplication across 

different programs.61

GOING FORWARD

Some countries explicitly target their national safety 

net programs to climatically vulnerable areas, char-

acterized by frequent droughts or other erratic 

Figure 3  Share of ODA allocated to humanitarian aid and social protection

Source: Data from OECD-DAC database, Official Bilateral Commitments (or Gross Disbursements) by Sector: Aid (ODA) by Sector and Donor 

[DAC5] (Paris: OECD, 2022).

Note: Official development aid (ODA) (from all official donors) disbursements for social protection (ODA category 16010, Social Protection) 

and humanitarian aid (ODA category 700, Humanitarian Aid, Total) are compared to total ODA disbursements (All Sectors, Total).
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weather patterns. For example, Niger’s adap-

tive safety net program targets areas exposed 

to recurrent drought, as determined by an index 

that considers rainfall and vegetation density data 

derived from satellite sources.62 Globally, how-

ever, there is only a limited correlation between 

social assistance coverage in the poorest quin-

tile and the Global Climate Risk Index (Figure 2),63 

which measures the extent to which countries 

have already been affected by extreme weather 

events (droughts, floods, heatwaves) in terms of 

lives lost as well as economic losses. The dashed 

vertical and horizontal lines in Figure 2 mark the 

median climate risk and social assistance coverage 

levels, respectively. The lines divide countries 

into four quadrants based on their relative level of 

social assistance coverage and climate risk. The 

bottom right quadrant captures countries of par-

ticularly high concern — countries such as Haiti, 

Mozambique, and Pakistan are exposed to high 

climate risk but have very low social assistance cov-

erage for the poorest quintile.

Overall, governments and aid agencies need 

to shift toward a more proactive approach to 

disasters, replacing ad hoc humanitarian appeals 

during crises with social protection programs 

that build long-term resilience and respond to 

extreme weather events and other disasters when 

Box 2	 GRADUATION PROGRAMS

Jessica Leight, Research Fellow, International Food Policy Research Institute

In recent years, a growing literature in development economics has examined the complex interrelated constraints faced 
by households in extreme poverty. Given the salience of these multiple constraints, multifaceted “graduation model” 
interventions — which simultaneously address several barriers — are widely viewed as promising. The first large-scale 
evaluation of this approach was conducted as a multicountry trial in Ethiopia, Ghana, Honduras, India, Pakistan, and Peru, 
analyzing an integrated package of social protection interventions that included two years of consumption-support cash 
transfers, an asset transfer (valued at between US$500 and $1,000), training, weekly household coaching visits, household-
level health training, and savings groups.1 This package not only led to substantial increases in consumption, food security, 
assets, and financial inclusion in the medium term, but also its effects persisted 10 years later in India, by which point the 
consumption impacts had roughly tripled in magnitude.2 Another large-scale trial of a similar intervention implemented in 
Bangladesh by BRAC, an international development organization, also showed very substantial positive effects in both the 
medium and long term, up to 10 years post-intervention, with large increases in consumption, assets, food security, and 
financial inclusion.3

Additional evaluations of graduation programs in conflict-affected areas have been conducted in Afghanistan and 
Yemen — showing robust positive effects in Afghanistan, but more modest effects only on savings and assets four years 
post-transfer in Yemen — and in Ghana, where the effects of a more limited set of interventions, including only productive 
asset transfers or savings schemes, were minimal or zero.4 A very recent contribution also found that a graduation program 
incorporating psychosocial support in Niger had positive effects on consumption and food security, income, and mental 
health in the short term.5 While the evidence from Ghana suggests that scaled-down sets of interventions including only 
some of the graduation model components do not have impacts comparable to the full set of interventions, the evidence is 
nascent and thus this remains an important area for future research.

Overall, major gaps remain in the evidence on longer-term effects and in evaluations of projects implemented at scale or 
within the context of broader government social protection programs. The original graduation model pilots were generally 
small in scale. However, the Targeting the Ultra Poor programming run by BRAC in Bangladesh targeted 450,000 households, 
and the graduation program in Niger was rolled out in the context of a government social safety net, albeit to a subsample 
of recipient households. Particularly given the high cost and intensive implementation required for graduation model 
interventions, better understanding of whether they can be effectively scaled up will be a crucial focus for future research.
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they occur.64 The shift should be accompanied by 

appropriate risk-financing instruments that pre-

pare for disasters before they happen.65 This entails 

calculating the odds of disasters occurring in a 

given region or country and estimating the costs 

of responding. Budgets can then be drafted not 

according to the needs in nondisaster years, but at 

a level that accounts for disaster probabilities and 

their response costs.66

Yet globally, ad hoc responses remain the norm. 

The share of official development assistance (ODA) 

allocated to humanitarian aid increased rapidly 

over the past decade, while the share of ODA allo-

cated for social protection remained relatively 

stagnant (Figure 3). Considering the solid evidence 

from a wide variety of contexts showing that social 

protection programs build resilience and offer pro-

tection during crises, thereby reducing the need for 

humanitarian response, a strong argument can be 

made for increasing spending for social protection.

Social safety net programs in LMICs depend 

largely on external funding.67 To ensure the con-

tinuity of these programs, LMICs must diversify 

funding sources by enhancing domestic revenue 

collection mechanisms and exploring innovative 

financing. For example, programs like Ethiopia’s 

PSNP and Indonesia’s Keluarga Harapan condi-

tional cash transfer program have been found to 

increase tree cover or prevent forest loss,68 thus 

potentially qualifying them for climate or other 

green financing schemes.69 Another way to alle-

viate the financial burden of social safety nets is 

to reduce implementation costs. For example, 

switching from in-kind transfers to cash or mobile 

payments can produce considerable cost savings 

for program implementers.70 However, to minimize 

harmful effects for transfer recipients, it is import-

ant to consider the context before making such 

adjustments, particularly when food prices are ris-

ing rapidly or are volatile.71

In the long run, the goal of social safety pro-

grams should be to strengthen livelihoods to 

promote long-term resilience and eventual gradu-

ation from assistance. A growing body of evidence 

shows that carefully designed graduation programs 

(Box 2) can lift households out of poverty, improve 

food security, and increase resilience to shocks by 

unlocking productive investments and permitting 

households to diversify their income sources.72
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KEY MESSAGES
	■ The treatment of women is a better predictor of a state’s peaceful-

ness than its level of wealth, status of democracy, or ethnoreligious 
identity. In fragile and conflict-affected settings, women and girls 
face disproportionate risks that include forced displacement and 
gender-based violence.

	■ Comprehensive and systematic data to provide evidence on the gen-
dered consequences of crises are still lacking, particularly for disasters 
and conflicts. Yet, sex- and age-disaggregated data are critical to under-
standing how crises differentially affect women and men, and girls and 
boys; monitoring whether programs are reaching and benefiting the 
appropriate groups; and designing gender-responsive interventions.

	■ Women’s voices are rarely heard in disaster management, despite 
evidence that their participation can improve outcomes, including 
in  conflict situations. Although women are often consulted during 
the needs assessment phase of response management, they are not 
involved in the design of projects.

To improve the outcomes of crisis responses, it is important to:

	■ Prioritize gender targets and track progress, and direct funding toward 
programming that promotes gender equality and women’s empower-
ment in fragile and conflict-affected settings.

	■ Adopt innovative methods to address the gender data gap. Providing 
mobile phone access to women can have multiplier effects, enabling 
women to receive cash transfers directly while providing a platform for 
high-frequency data collection and targeted information campaigns.

	■ Generate more evidence on violence prevention strategies. To date, 
few studies empirically evaluate the impact of violence prevention and 
response interventions in fragile and conflict-affected settings, but 
important research is underway, including work by the interdisciplin-
ary Cash Transfer and Intimate Partner Violence Research Collaborative, 
hosted by IFPRI.

	■ Ensure that women’s voices are included at all levels, especially in peace 
processes and in senior management and high-level government posi-
tions where policymaking and programming decisions are made.

CHAPTER 6

Gender
Promoting Equality in Fragile 
and Conflict-Affected Settings
HAZEL MALAPIT AND LYNN BROWN

Hazel Malapit is a senior research coordinator, Poverty, Gender, and Inclusion Unit, 

International Food Policy Research Institute (IFPRI). Lynn Brown is director of Alliances, 

Policy, and the Africa Region, HarvestPlus, IFPRI.

62    ﻿Promoting  Equality  in  Fragile a nd  Conflict-Affected  Setting



G ender inequality exists everywhere, 

but it is particularly stark in fragile and 

conflict-affected settings (FCAS). Yemen, 

Afghanistan, Chad, Iraq, Pakistan, and the 

Central African Republic — all of which are cont

sidered extremely fragile and are affected by 

conflict (except Pakistan)1 — score the lowest on 

the Gender Development Index.2 The States of 

Fragility 2022 report also finds that the Gender 

Inequality Index is highly correlated with all six 

dimensions used to assess fragility, with 15 of 21 

conflict-affected contexts facing high levels of 

gender inequality.3 The same pattern is shown 

by the Global Gender Gap Report4 — 72 percent 

of the countries ranked in the bottom quartile of 

gender parity are considered fragile, and a numt

ber of countries affected by conflict, such as Haiti, 

Somalia, and South Sudan, do not even have suffit

cient data to be included in the ranking.5

These patterns indicate a close relationship 

between fragility and gender inequality. The 

treatment of women is a better predictor of a 

state’s peacefulness than its level of wealth, stat

tus of democracy, or ethnoreligious identity. 

Democratic states with a higher level of violence 

against women are as unstable as nondemot

cratic states.6 States with male-dominant family 

law systems have greater levels of fragility,7 and 

other quantitative studies show that states with 

higher levels of gender inequality are more likely 

to experience conflict.8 Compared to other develt

oping country contexts, women and girls in 

FCAS are exposed to greater health risks, such 

as maternal mortality and early pregnancy, along 

with other negative outcomes such as forced/

child marriage and gender-based violence (GBV).9 

The increased exposure of women and girls to 

these risks has adverse effects on their human 

capital, access to resources, and economic part

ticipation, which in turn reduces their agency and 

resilience to manage and cope with other shocks 

and stressors. Households headed by widows in 

conflict settings are more vulnerable to intergent

erational poverty, and children exposed to related 

traumas, such as orphanhood, can experience 

lasting developmental impacts, with adverse cont

sequences for health and economic outcomes in 

adulthood.10
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In this chapter, we focus on catastrophic crit

ses — disasters11 and conflicts — that lead to 

displacement, which has devastating conset

quences for women and girls. These types of crises 

are of particular concern because of the lack of 

evidence-based policy responses.

GENDERED CONSEQUENCES OF 
DISASTER AND CONFLICT

Existing evidence confirms that crises disprot

portionately impact women’s assets, livelihoods, 

and well-being.12 Such gendered impacts have 

also been observed from growing evidence on 

the direct and indirect impacts of current crit

ses, including the COVID-19 pandemic and the 

Russia-Ukraine war.13

When it comes to disasters and conflict, howt

ever, the evidence remains quite limited. A decade 

ago, a review observed that most research on 

the gendered impacts of conflict focused exclut

sively on GBV and called for a wider set of issues 

to be considered.14 Since 2013, research on GBV 

in disaster settings and emergencies has grown 

considerably, although the quality of quantitative 

studies remains poor.15 A recent scoping review16 

confirms that, to date, few studies have explored 

the gendered effects of conflict on agricultural prot

ductivity and food security. We also do not know 

much about the distribution of care work, and gent

dered impacts in human and physical capital that 

make long-term movement out of poverty possible. 

These knowledge gaps limit understanding of the 

full range of the gendered distribution of impacts, 

as well as the underlying mechanisms that lead to 

those impacts — critical information that can help 

inform both short- and long-term policy responses.

HEALTH AND SANITATION SERVICES 
AND WOMEN’S WORKLOADS
Disruptions in health and sanitation services in 

FCAS may exacerbate women’s care burdens. 

In Ethiopia, recent studies on the impacts of the 

ongoing civil conflict use high-frequency phone 

surveys to assess food insecurity and access to 

health and water, sanitation, and hygiene sert

vices. IFPRI research found that the outbreak of the 

conflict increased the probability of moderate to 

severe food insecurity by 38 percentage points.17 

Additionally, the share of respondents who were 

unable to access needed health services increased 

by 35 percentage points, and the share of respont

dents who were unable to purchase staple foods 

increased by 26 percentage points.18 These negt

ative impacts were more pronounced for poor 

households, rural households, and those with 

undernourished children.

Although the data do not allow for individual-level 

analysis and the majority of phone survey respondents 

were men (around 62 percent across all rounds),19 it 

is likely that women’s workloads increased disproport

tionately for households that were unable to access 

needed health services due to the conflict. According 

to the 2013 Ethiopia Time Use Survey, women spend 

more than twice as much time as men on unpaid care 

work, with 5.5 hours daily for women compared with 

2.0 hours for men.20 The time use data also suggest 

that prior to the conflict, women already bore a dout

ble burden by spending more than an hour longer 

than men on unpaid and paid work combined, leaving 

them with less time for rest. The livelihood and income 

uncertainties accompanying conflict are likely to exact

erbate the workload pressure on women, who remain 

primarily responsible for preparing food and caring 

for children and other family members. This added 

pressure also raises the importance of recognizing 

care needs as part of impact assessments and recovt

ery planning.

WOMEN AND GIRLS FACE INCREASED RISK OF GBV
GBV is a serious public health concern, with nearly 

one in three women worldwide having been 

subjected to physical and/or sexual violence.21 

Numerous studies also show that intimate partner 

violence (IPV) and other forms of violence against 

women and girls (VAWG) have risen at alarming 

rates due to the COVID-19 pandemic.22 Disasters 

exacerbate stress and violence against women, 

regardless of country income status. After the 

2011 earthquake in Christchurch, New Zealand, for 

example, IPV reportedly increased by 40 percent in 

rural areas.23

Recent evidence reviews suggest that the risk 

of GBV is even more elevated in humanitarian and 

emergency settings, particularly for adolescent 

girls.24 The consequences of GBV extend beyond 
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the immediate physical injuries and mental trauma 

of the experience. Studies show that GBV survivors 

are more likely to suffer from reproductive health 

issues, sexually transmitted infections, unwanted 

pregnancies, depression, and anxiety and to 

develop unhealthy coping strategies, such as drug 

use.25 Moreover, necessary health services to meet 

the increase in healthcare needs after exposure to 

GBV and across the life course may be limited or 

unavailable in disaster and displacement situations.

A recent systematic review examined VAWG in 

disaster situations across quantitative, qualitative, 

and mixed-method studies.26 The authors report 

that nearly half of all quantitative studies found 

positive associations between exposure to disast

ter and some type of violence, and none found that 

disaster exposure was associated with decreased 

VAWG. The review uncovered three potential patht

ways through which disaster exposure can increase 

VAWG: (1) increased stressors such as poor ment

tal health and loss of housing and livelihoods; (2) 

poor law enforcement and risky post-disaster houst

ing environments; and (3) underlying drivers that 

are exacerbated by disaster exposure, such as 

forced marriage of girls and worsened social norms 

rooted in men’s feelings of inadequacy in the face 

of disaster.27

Results from a systematic review and meta-analysis 

suggest that one in five refugees or displaced women 

in complex humanitarian settings28 experience sexual 

violence.29 However, this is likely a significant underest

timation, given the well-documented underreporting 

of VAWG across all settings.30

The most prevalent forms of GBV against adot

lescent girls are child marriage, domestic violence, 

and sexual violence.31 Adolescent girls can be sept

arated from their families and support networks 

during displacement, which contributes to increased 

risk of GBV. For example, a 1999 government survey 

in Sierra Leone found that 37 percent of prostitutes 

were under the age of 15, and of those, 80 percent 

were children displaced by war.32

GIRLS FACE INCREASED RISK OF CHILD MARRIAGE
Marrying in childhood is a human rights violat

tion. It is worth emphasizing that children cannot 

give informed consent to sex, marriage, or other 

critical decisions. Early marriage has significant 

consequences for girls, including curtailment of 

education, impacts on sexual and reproductive 

health, exposure to IPV and GBV, early pregnancy 

and higher maternal mortality and morbidity, sext

ually transmitted diseases including HIV, and 

higher rates of under-five mortality for children of 

girls.33 These risks can be exacerbated in displacet

ment situations where services are more lacking 

for adolescents.

Child marriage is more common for girls 

than boys in FCAS (Figure 1). Marriage rates for 

girls under the age of 18 exceed 50 percent in 

Burkina Faso, the Central African Republic, Mali, 

Mozambique, Niger, and South Sudan. In Niger, 

almost three out of four girls are married by the 

age of 18. Additionally, the lasting impact of intert

mittent fragility and/or frequent disasters on 

addressing child marriage is shown by child mart

riage rates in Bangladesh (51 percent), Chad 

(61 percent), and Guinea (47 percent), which persist 

even though the World Bank does not classify these 

countries as fragile due to conflict.

In most of the countries ranked most fragile 

(marked with [*] in Figure 1), more than 10 percent 

of girls are married before the age of 15. In the 

Central African Republic and Niger, more than 

25 percent of girls are married before the age of 15.

Poverty contributes to the likelihood of child 

marriage because marriage can be used by houset

holds to reduce the financial burden of caring for 

or educating daughters.34 These pressures are 

likely exacerbated during periods of heightened 

economic insecurity, but few studies have examt

ined this in fragile settings. For example, a recent 

report suggests that in Ethiopia, child marriage 

has more than doubled as families struggle with 

food insecurity in regions hit hardest by drought.35 

One recent study that tracked whether adolescent 

girls were more likely to be married as a result of 

the economic stress from the COVID-19 pandemic 

found that 18 percent of respondents in Uganda 

reported knowing of a family in their community 

who had their underage daughter married due to 

the pandemic, usually because of parental income 

loss and economic uncertainty.36 Nearly half of the 

respondents reported knowing or hearing about 

girls in their community becoming pregnant while 

schools were closed. This highlights the risk of early 
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Figure 1  Child marriage rates (2014–2020) in fragile and conflict-affected countries

Source: Country list based on the World Bank’s FY2023 List of Fragile and Conflict-Affected Situations (2022). Child marriage data are from UNICEF, The State 

of the World’s Children 2021: On My Mind – Promoting, Protecting and Caring for Children’s Mental Health (2021).

Note: Countries marked with an asterisk (*) are classified as the 10 most fragile, based on the OECD’s 2018 State of Fragility Report; countries marked with ** 

are on the OECD list but not the World Bank list.
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pregnancy among adolescent girls, which has negt

ative implications for the future health and human 

capital outcomes of young mothers and their 

children.37

RECOMMENDATIONS

How can programs and policies promote gender 

equality in fragile and conflict-affected settings?

PRIORITIZE GENDER TARGETS AND TRACK PROGRESS
Programming for gender-specific humanitarian 

responses has been historically underfunded.38 

Recent commitments to address this shortfall 

have led to a notable surge in gender-specific 

humanitarian funding — more than doubling from 

US$268 million in 2018 to $587 million in 2021 — but 

this represents only 1.9 percent of total internat

tional humanitarian assistance.39 Moreover, current 

reporting systems do not allow for accurate trackt

ing of funding commitments, a lack of visibility that 

increases the risk of funds being diverted away 

from gender.40 According to key informants intert

viewed for the 2022 Global Humanitarian Assistance 

Report, establishing an integrated gender compot

nent before the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic 

minimized the risk of funds being diverted, despite 

the rising needs from the health emergency.41 The 

pressure to deprioritize gender is exacerbated in 

settings where funding for humanitarian operations 

is severely limited.

Directing funding toward programming that 

promotes gender equality and women’s empowt

erment pays off in FCAS. Guidance on the most 

promising interventions comes from a recent syst

tematic review of 14 intervention types across 29 

FCAS.42 The review finds that most gender-specific 

and gender-transformative interventions have overt

all positive effects on the primary dimension of 

women’s empowerment being targeted, and that 

none of the interventions lead to negative effects 

on any outcome. Effective gender-focused intert

ventions include cash transfers, self-help groups, 

village savings and loan associations, and technit

cal and vocational education and training. These 

can improve multiple dimensions of empowerment, 

while asset transfers, sensitization campaigns, and 

capacity-building programs lead to promising 

results across some dimensions of empowerment. 

To maximize program effectiveness, the study’s 

authors recommend explicitly targeting specific 

empowerment outcomes and tailoring the intervent

tion to the drivers of gender inequity in the given 

context.43

CLOSE THE GENDER DATA GAP
Routine collection of sex- and age-disaggregated 

data is a critical step both to promote gender 

equality and to support gender-targeted programt

ming in FCAS. Without appropriate and timely 

data, there is a general lack of knowledge on the 

gender-differentiated impacts of crises, and policy 

responses are unlikely to address the most presst

ing needs of women and men, and boys and girls. A 

recent Inter-Agency Humanitarian Evaluation found 

limited evidence of sex- and age-disaggregated 

data being used to inform the analysis and 

adaptation of project activities, with negative 

consequences for the quality of initial response 

activities for women and girls, as compared to 

other populations.44 These policy responses span 

a wide range of actions that address both the 

underlying causes of crises (such as development 

programs to stabilize livelihoods and social protect

tion programs) and the outcomes of crises (such 

as anticipatory action programming or emergency 

response humanitarian programming). It is critical 

that women be counted in policy responses in all 

these stages — before, during, and after disasters 

and conflict.

PRACTICAL CHALLENGES
However, data collection during disaster and cont

flict periods is fraught with practical challenges. 

Data collection systems in FCAS are rarely set up 

to systematically collect sex-disaggregated data. 

Conventional sources of individual-level data, such 

as household surveys, may be difficult to implet

ment in settings with extensive migration or forced 

displacement or due to logistical, security, and etht

ical concerns. Even where available, data may not 

be interoperable across different systems, limitt

ing how they can be analyzed, and there may be 

political sensitivities around sharing data across 

institutions. Other methodological difficulties 

include the lack of reliable baseline information on 
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gender inequalities and other variables of interest 

during non-crisis periods.45

For example, although the number of internally 

displaced persons (IDPs) more than doubled from 

26.4 million to 53.2 million between 2012 and 2021 

due to conflict and violence (see Chapter 7), data 

for people displaced by disaster often reflect only 

immediate displacement and are rarely disaggret

gated by sex or age.46 According to the Internal 

Displacement Monitoring Centre (IDMC), of the 

countries and territories from which it collected 

data in 2018, only 14 percent documented the sex 

and age of IDPs, and of those, only a quarter did so 

systematically.47 In the absence of reliable sex- and 

age-disaggregated data on IDPs, it is difficult to 

assess which subpopulations are more likely to be 

displaced, how long people are displaced for — 

particularly in disaster situations — or whether they 

are displaced multiple times in a year.

Similarly, it is unclear how displacement due to 

disaster affects men and women differently. Do 

men stay to protect fixed assets in disaster zones 

and settings affected by extreme weather? How 

often are women forbidden to move to IDP camps 

in the face of disaster (Box 1)? Do men return earlier 

to reestablish homes, leaving spouses and children 

behind? Are women’s assets disposed of first as 

households rebuild the family home and livelihood 

during these types of crises? Past research shows 

that shocks to household livelihoods often result in 

women’s assets being sold first (including product

tive assets such as small livestock), before those 

that are controlled and used by men to generate 

income (such as farm machinery or cropland).48 

These findings suggest that crises can disproport

tionately erode women’s incomes, savings, and 

assets, which has serious implications for their 

future livelihoods and bargaining power within 

the household.

The reality is that neither internal nor external 

displacement is a short-term occurrence in most 

instances. The average UN-coordinated humant

itarian response to address these situations lasts 

nine years.49 The life-course needs of women of 

child-bearing age and girls can change dramatt

ically within this span of time. Given the lack of 

sex-disaggregated data, it is unclear how agencies 

can ensure these needs are addressed, especially 

Box 1	 WHEN DISASTER STRIKES, RIGID SECLUSION NORMS CAN MEAN 
DEATH FOR WOMEN AND GIRLS

Women and girls bear an unequal burden from disasters. According to data from 141 countries affected by natural disasters 
between 1981 and 2002, disasters lower the life expectancy of women more than of men.1 Restrictions on women’s 
freedom of movement contribute to their vulnerability during disasters, particularly in contexts where women may not be 
able to decide whether to evacuate.2 For example, during the 1993 earthquake in Afghanistan, seclusion norms reportedly 
prevented women from evacuating.3 During the 1991 cyclone in Bangladesh, 9 out of 10 deaths were of women.4 Many 
women reportedly waited for their husbands to return home before deciding to evacuate, in part due to a lack of warning 
information, which had been transmitted primarily to men.5

Insights from Pakistan reveal how gender norms expose women and girls to death in disaster situations. The 2022 
monsoon rain triggered flooding that covered around one-third of the country and left 6 million people in need of assistance. 
Elders and men in more patriarchal remote villages forbade women from moving to camps where they would be safe from 
the floods, and would have access to food and water. In Basti Ahmad Din, a small village in Punjab province, its 400 residents 
faced starvation and disease as the village became an island. More than half of its homes were destroyed by flooding, but the 
elders forbade women from leaving for relief camps, as it would entail them mixing with men outside their families. Instead, 
men traveled to the camps to secure supplies for the villagers. In another area of Punjab, similar concerns reportedly led to the 
death of dozens of women and children. In yet another village, men evacuated to higher ground with their livestock, leaving 
the women behind.6
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for young girls who transition to adolescence and 

face increased threats due to their gender and life 

stage. This can lead to more child marriage, as 

parents lack resources and seek to protect their 

adolescent daughters.

TESTING DIGITAL SOLUTIONS
To this end, closing the digital gender gap can have 

multiplier effects. If every displaced woman entert

ing an IDP camp were provided a mobile phone 

as part of the humanitarian assistance package, 

then the scope would widen considerably for both 

data collection and gender-responsive intervent

tions. This idea is being tested on the ground by 

the World Food Programme, which is scaling up 

the use of mobile money for humanitarian assist

tance and prioritizing women as recipients of 

food assistance and cash transfers.50 Apart from 

mobile money transfers, the phone could also be 

used to collect high-frequency data on women 

and children and provide low-cost interventions, 

such as targeted nutrition messaging. For examt

ple, if women received both a mobile phone and 

a mid-upper arm circumference (MUAC) tape as 

part of their humanitarian assistance package, they 

could receive instructions and periodic prompts 

via phone to use the tape to monitor their chilt

dren’s wasting status, which is a critical predictor of 

child mortality, particularly in emergency response 

settings (Box 2). Independent access to a mobile 

phone can also help deter GBV by making it east

ier for women to report sexual harassment and 

other violations to trusted authorities. Husbands 

may still control if and when women are allowed 

to use mobile phones in some contexts, howt

ever, so it would be important to understand what 

Box 2	 OPERATIONAL RECOMMENDATIONS ON WASTING

The world’s most fragile and conflict-affected countries bear the brunt of any food crisis. Wasting is the indicator of choice in 
these emergency settings, as it changes quickly in response to both food shortfalls and/or disease outbreaks caused by issues 
with healthcare or access to safe water. In the first six months of 2022, one child became severely wasted every 60 seconds, 
increasing the total of severely wasted children from 7.674 million to 7.934 million.1 Severe wasting is a key predictor of child 
mortality, with mortality rates 11 times higher for severely wasted children than well-nourished ones, and accounts for 20 
percent of all global child deaths.2 Severe wasting that affects more than 30 percent of children under the age of five years  in 
a region is one of three indicators used to declare famine — the others are when 20 percent of the population faces extreme 
food shortages and when 2 out of 1,000 people die of starvation daily.3

Ninety percent of children treated for severe wasting are in emergency settings, including displacement and refugee 
camps.4 This is a major challenge for slow-onset disasters, such as severe drought, where parents are unable to protect their 
homes and assets, and mothers may be very young. Delayed displacement to a camp may result in children dying before 
arrival or en route, or being too ill to save when they arrive.

Mid-upper arm circumference (MUAC) tapes are a simple, inexpensive tool to check for wasting in children. To do so, the 
paper measuring tape is placed around the upper arm of a child ages 6–59 months. The tape is color coded, with red indicating 
severe wasting, amber/orange indicating moderate wasting, and green indicating no wasting. MUAC tapes are commonly 
used by rural clinics and community health workers. These tapes could be given to women in areas with slow-onset drought 
or ongoing conflict, which often limits their mobility and access to clinics. By providing these tapes with instructions on their 
use, women could be made aware that accessing more food or healthcare is critical when the child’s arm measurement begins 
to enter the amber/orange segment of the tape. It would also help women in slow-onset drought disasters, such as in Somalia, 
leave for displacement camps as a matter of urgency, given that it can take several days of walking to reach these camps.

Mobile phones also offer an opportunity for simple text messaging that encourages women to measure their children and 
report red or orange measurements, potentially enabling humanitarian workers to identify the most severe problems earlier 
and mobilize a rapid response.
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conditions make this type of intervention more 

likely to succeed.

Experience from the Gender, Climate, and 

Nutrition Integration Initiative phone surveys sugt

gests that it is possible to collect survey data on 

different aspects of well-being, as well as data 

related to agency, decision-making, and even 

more sensitive topics such as intrahousehold 

conflict and gendered practices including child 

marriage. Because of the sensitivity of some quest

tions, it is recommended that only one respondent 

be selected in each household (either a man or 

woman) to minimize the potential of intrahousehold 

conflict, and that speakerphone use be checked to 

ensure women’s privacy.51

GENERATE MORE EVIDENCE ON VIOLENCE 
PREVENTION STRATEGIES
Despite the increased attention to GBV, few studies 

empirically evaluate the impact of GBV prevention 

and response interventions in disaster and conflict 

settings. Many widely accepted strategies for pret

venting and responding to GBV in humanitarian 

settings do not easily lend themselves to experit

mental designs, including good practices around 

case management and referral systems, justice and 

legal aid, safety and risk mitigation, and coordinat

tion, assessment, monitoring, and evaluation.52

Nevertheless, important research is underway 

in this field. The latest Sexual Violence Research 

Initiative Forum, held in 2022, featured new 

research from humanitarian and displacement sett

tings in Iraq, northern Uganda, South Sudan, and 

southern Lebanon.53 These studies examine the 

integration of violence prevention strategies with 

livelihood and economic programming. However, 

some methodological challenges remain, part

ticularly around identifying causal impacts and 

distinguishing between the impacts of economic 

components and violence prevention components.

Recognizing that economic insecurity is a 

well-known risk factor for multiple forms of violence 

against women and children, the interdisciplint

ary Cash Transfer and Intimate Partner Violence 

Research Collaborative hosted by IFPRI aims to 

build evidence on how cash transfer programt

ming can catalyze IPV prevention among poor 

and vulnerable women in low- and middle-income 

settings. With a diverse portfolio of eight studies 

to be completed in seven countries by 2024, the 

Collaborative is expected to contribute to a new 

wave of research that aims to go beyond demont

strating whether cash transfers reduce IPV to 

explore how practitioners can maximize impacts 

and whether these impacts can be sustained.54 

Insights from this research will undoubtedly offer 

lessons for FCAS, where economic distress is a 

commonly cited contributor to GBV.55

LET WOMEN LEAD
Of the 130 peace agreements signed between 

1990 and 2014, only 13 included women signatot

ries.56 Compared to peace agreements without 

women signatories, those signed by women have 

not only been more durable, but have also included 

a larger number of agreement provisions and 

led to a higher rate of provision implementation 

10 years after signing. Enabling women’s voice in 

peace negotiations is associated with a 35 percent 

increase in the probablity that an agreement lasts 

at least 15 years.57 Even when women are not sigt

natories to peace agreements, their engagement in 

negotiations increases the likelihood of an agreet

ment being signed. Women’s influence is often 

stronger for more fundamental reforms, including 

postconflict female political representation and 

legal reforms related to land ownership, inherit

tance, GBV, and healthcare. In Liberia, women’s 

political activism against violence was critical to 

ending the country’s 14-year civil war.58 Liberian 

women continued their advocacy in the aftermath 

of the Accra Peace Agreement, which led to the hist

toric presidential election of Ellen Johnson Sirleaf, 

the first female head of state in Africa.59

In disaster management, however, women’s pert

spectives are rarely considered.60 Although the 

humanitarian system has shown improvements in 

women’s representation in senior leadership,61 this 

does not necessarily translate to real influence in 

response management and programming. Women 

are often consulted during the needs assesst

ment phase, but they are not involved in the actual 

design of projects. Their inputs are often limited to 

hygiene or sexual and reproductive health, rather 

than their other broader needs, strengths, resilt

ience, and capacities.62
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The global community should learn from and 

invest in grassroots women’s groups that are leadt

ing programs to respond to crises and rebuild 

livelihoods in their own communities. Women’s 

groups can provide a platform for collective action 

by sharing labor and childcare responsibilities, 

organizing transport, accessing credit and savt

ings, and disseminating information.63 For example, 

during the pandemic, the Self-Employed Women’s 

Association in India served as an intermediary 

between female farmers and the government, helpt

ing women to sign up for government relief and 

organizing members to sell their vegetables.64 

Other examples abound, such as women’s organit

zations in Albania, Brazil, Ethiopia, Lebanon, Nepal, 

and Paraguay that are supported by UN Women.65 

Women’s groups know their communities best and 

can reach those who are most in need. Beyond 

more financial support, women deserve a seat at 

the table to shape the policies and programs that 

directly impact their own lives and communities.
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KEY MESSAGES
	■ The decision to migrate is complex, driven by a wide range of 

context-specific push and pull factors, including economic, social and 
cultural, environmental, and safety factors. 

	■ Forced displacement — when people must leave their original place 
of residence — results from various triggering factors, events, and 
shocks. These include climate change, armed conflict, criminal violence, 
and economic shocks, which are often interrelated, multiplying their 
impact. About four-fifths of displaced people have experienced acute 
hunger and malnutrition.

	■ Migration, including forced migration, constitutes an important adap-
tation strategy, with both challenges and opportunities. It can have 
benefits for migrants and for hosting and sending communities. It is a 
fundamental component of economic development, allowing individu-
als to respond to economic incentives or seek out better opportunities.

	■ Policies that restrict the rights of migrants to work and choose a place 
of residence in hosting countries should be considered barriers to eco-
nomic and social integration and development.

	■ Migration requires resources and socioeconomic networks, and often 
those who stay behind are the most vulnerable.

To improve the outcomes of forced migration, it is critical to:

	■ Invest in research to develop better-tailored policies that expand the 
positive effects of migration and limit negative ones on migrants and 
their families, sending communities, and hosting communities.

	■ Adopt nontraditional methods and analytical approaches to trace 
migration. These can provide new research avenues to better under-
stand the key factors driving forced migration, including irregular 
migration, which is inherently more difficult to measure and analyze.

	■ Align social protection and climate action objectives. As conflict and cli-
mate change further worsen the global humanitarian crisis — and drive 
forced migration — humanitarian and climate investments must mutu-
ally support peace, security, and climate adaptation and mitigation.

	■ Identify measures for accelerating the transition from humanitarian aid 
to development policy and for better integrating refugees into hosting 
communities. Different options should be considered for integration, 
with special attention given to the needs of displaced women.

	■ Prioritize addressing “forced immobility” (that is, the situation of 
those who are not able or choose not to relocate) — a problem that has 
received little policy attention.

CHAPTER 7

Forced Migration
Fragility, Resilience, 
and Policy Responses
MANUEL A. HERNANDEZ, OLIVIER ECKER, 
PETER LÄDERACH, AND JEAN-FRANÇOIS MAYSTADT
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M igration is a recurrent, complex, and multi-

dimensional phenomenon driven by a 

broad set of factors. These include both 

“push” factors that encourage or force people to 

move from their current location and “pull” factors 

that attract people to a new location.1 Migration is 

also an important adaptation strategy and devel-

opment pathway that can support livelihoods, build 

resilience, and protect against fragility and armed 

conflict. Natural barriers and policy restrictions to 

migration may similarly result in important welfare 

losses.2

Individuals or households migrate for multi-

ple reasons, including being forced to leave their 

homes due to climate change, armed conflict, crim-

inal violence, or economic needs, among other 

triggering factors. This chapter discusses migra-

tion as a result of “forced displacement,” which 

occurs when people must leave their “original place 

of residence as a result of an idiosyncratic shock, 

whether manmade or environmental.”3 Interactions 

among these driving forces, such as conflict and/or 

extreme weather events combined with food inse-

curity, may also lead to threat-multiplying effects.4 

Recent examples of forced migration include ref-

ugees5 displaced by the Syrian civil war and by 

the Russia-Ukraine war, the Rohingya people flee-

ing violence inflicted by Myanmar’s state forces, 

Venezuelan migrants seeking asylum to escape 

food insecurity and oppression, and people from 

Central America taking treacherous routes to the 

United States to escape gang violence and per-

sistent poverty.

Of people forcibly displaced worldwide, as of 

mid-2021, 80 percent had experienced acute food 

insecurity and high levels of malnutrition.6 The 

COVID-19 pandemic also increased the vulnerabil-

ity of displaced people and migrants. In East Africa, 

including the Horn of Africa, for example, the chal-

lenges of displaced people were exacerbated by 

reduced humanitarian funding, a decrease in remit-

tance flows due to travel freezes, and hundreds of 

thousands of job losses.7

Even migration forced by war and violence 

requires resources and relies heavily on networks.8 

People with more liquid resources are more able 

to flee,9 though perhaps less likely to do so,10 

while better social networks can also facilitate 
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migration.11 Thus, migrants are not necessarily 

those most affected by triggering factors, and they 

may be relatively better equipped with knowledge 

and skills that are useful for adaptation in hosting 

communities than those who remain behind.

RELEVANT MIGRATION FACTS

Worldwide, one in every seven people is a 

migrant, whether a forced or voluntary migrant12 

(Figure 1). Of these approximately 1 billion 

migrants, 763 million are estimated to be inter-

nal migrants (migrating within their country 

of origin), while 281 million are international 

migrants. International migration has received 

more attention recently, as it surged by 107 million 

between 2000 and 2020. During this period, 

Western Europe and the United States were the 

main destinations for migrants. Among interna-

tional migrants, 52 percent are men and roughly 

one-third are between 15 and 34 years of age. 

About 40 percent of international remittances are 

sent to rural areas, reflecting the rural origins of 

many migrants.13

While the increase in international migrants 

has mostly occurred in high-income countries 

over the past three decades, the rising refu-

gee population has been concentrated more in 

low- and middle-income countries (Figure 2). The 

number of refugees has roughly doubled since 

the early 2000s, reaching 27 million in 2021, and 

more than 86 percent of them have been hosted 

by these countries.

Forced displacement may also result in irregu-

lar migration, which is the movement of people that 

occurs outside of the laws and regulations of the 

sending, transit, and receiving countries.14 Irregular 

migration is generally more difficult to track, and 

there is more information on irregular migration 

flows to Europe and the United States than within 

Africa, Asia, and Latin America, where they are 

likely to be significant.15 Although stringent border 

controls and migration policies at the onset of the 

COVID-19 pandemic led to a temporary decrease 

in irregular migration, these crossings seem to 

have resumed — and even increased — since 2021.16 

Apprehensions at the US–Mexico border, for exam-

ple, numbered 800,000 in fiscal year (FY)  2019, 

Figure 1  Key migration facts

ONE IN EVERY SEVEN PEOPLE IN THE 
WORLD IS A MIGRANT

763 million are internal migrants and 281 million are 

international migrants.

INTERNATIONAL MIGRATION SURGED BY 
107 MILLION OVER THE PAST 20 YEARS

52% of international migrants are men, about one-third 

are 15–34 years old, and a large share originate from 

rural areas.

THERE ARE ABOUT 84 MILLION INTERNALLY 
DISPLACED PERSONS, REFUGEES, 
AND ASYLUM SEEKERS

Most people displaced by armed conflict or other 

forces are from developing countries, and 80% 

experience acute food insecurity.

CLIMATE DISPLACEMENT HAS RECEIVED 
SPECIAL ATTENTION IN RECENT YEARS

75% of recent displacements are due to natural disasters, 

and many people displaced by climate change are 

women, who are also at greater risk of violence.

FORCED MIGRATION MAY ALSO RESULT IN 
IRREGULAR MIGRATION

Apprehensions at the US–Mexico border set a new 

record in fiscal year 2022 and almost tripled compared 

to 2019.

Source: Data from FAO, Migration, Agriculture and Rural Development (Rome: 2016); 

IOM, World Migration Report 2020 (Geneva: 2020); J. Barchfield,”Pandemic Deepens 

Hunger for Displaced People the World Over,” UNHCR, March 31, 2021; USAID, U.S. 

Government Global Food Security Strategy (Washington, DC: 2021); IOM, “Migration 

in the World,” and “Key Migration Terms,” accessed January 2023; OHCHR, “Climate 

Change Exacerbates Violence against Women and Girls,” (2022); USCBP, “U.S. 

Border Patrol Apprehensions,” Washington, DC, Dec. 19, 2022.

74    ﻿Fragility, Resilience, a nd Policy  Response



400,000 in FY 2020, more than 1.5 million in FY 

2021, and 2.2 million in FY 2022.17

CAUSES OF MIGRATION

Formally identifying migration-triggering factors 

requires a careful and comprehensive analysis, as 

many of the factors that influence migration deci-

sions are interrelated, vary over time, reinforce one 

another, and cannot always be observed.18 Factors 

that drive migration are generally grouped into 

four categories: environmental (such as extreme 

weather events), safety (such as political instabil-

ity, conflict violence, and crime), economic (such as 

income shocks or job opportunities), and social/cul-

tural (such as family and social networks) (Figure 3). 

These triggering factors are also context-specific 

and may vary by region or country. They can occur 

at the individual or household level, as well as the 

local, regional, and national levels.

Most often, a combination of factors trig-

gers migration. The decision to migrate may be 

associated with climatic conditions and extreme 

events; conflict, violence, and crime; food inse-

curity and malnutrition; job opportunities (or lack 

thereof); social and political instability in the local 

area; and/or illegitimate institutions and govern-

ment repression, among others. In the case of 

forced internal migration in Africa and the Middle 

East, for example, the main driving forces include 

conflict and insecurity, repressive governance, 

lack of economic opportunities, and climate 

shocks.19 The major drivers of irregular migra-

tion from Central America to the United States 

include unemployment (especially among youth), 

transnational ties (family networks), victimization 

(crime), and agricultural stress due to natural disas-

ters20 (although most of the available studies are 

based on anecdotal evidence and cross-sectional 

assessments that only allow us to approximate cor-

relations rather than causality).

While Europe is currently experiencing its larg-

est refugee crisis since World War II — with close to 

8 million people fleeing Russia’s war on Ukraine, 

Figure 2  International migrants and refugees in low-, middle-, and high-income countries

Source: UNHCR Refugee Data Finder. https://www.unhcr.org/refugee-statistics/

Note: LMICs = low- and middle-income countries; HICs = high-income countries.
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the vast majority of people displaced from their 

homes by armed conflict or other forces glob-

ally are from developing countries.21 As of 2019, 

the International Organization for Migration (IOM) 

reported more than 84 million internally displaced 

persons (IDPs), refugees, and asylum seekers.22 

Three-quarters of all IDPs (34.5 million) were living 

in 10 countries, with half of them in Syria, Colombia, 

and the Democratic Republic of the Congo. Of all 

new internal displacements in 2019, 25 percent 

were triggered by conflict violence and 75 percent 

by natural disasters. Similarly, of the estimated 

26 million refugees worldwide in 2019, two-thirds 

were from 5 countries (in order of refugee popula-

tion: Syria, Venezuela, Afghanistan, South Sudan, 

and Myanmar).

In recent years, special attention has been 

paid to climate displacement, which occurs 

when migration is driven, at least in part, by the 

impacts of climate change. In 2016, the United 

Figure 3  Factors driving migration

Source: Authors’ own elaboration.

Note: The arrows indicate the direction of causality, which is bidirectional in most of the cases between each factor and migration, as well as 

between the factors themselves.
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Nations General Assembly adopted the New York 

Declaration for Refugees and Migrants, which 

explicitly recognizes that people move “in response 

to the adverse effects of climate change, natural 

disasters (some of which may be linked to climate 

change), or other environmental factors.”23 Climate 

change has been linked to an increase in migra-

tory movements that result from attempts to adapt 

to the changing environment.24 Research has also 

shown that, on average, people move from coun-

tries of higher vulnerability to lower vulnerability.25 

This is consistent with the idea that migration is 

an adaptation to climate change26 or a response 

to natural disasters, where families and social net-

works among migrants in the destination country 

can play an important (host) role in response to 

shocks in their country of origin.27 Areas severely 

affected by climate change are also more prone 

to conflict.28 According to UN Environment, 

an important share of people displaced by cli-

mate change are women, who are also at greater 

risk of violence, including sexual violence (see 

Chapter 6).29

Recent studies highlight the varying profiles of 

migrants who are forced to leave their communities 

and the different reasons driving their decisions. A 

synthesis brief from the CGIAR Research Program 

on Policies, Institutions, and Markets30 provides 

several key findings from recent CGIAR work on 

migration drivers:

	■ The factors driving migration, whether forced 

or voluntary, generally differ between men 

and women, and by age. Men are more often 

motivated by employment, while women face 

higher barriers to employment and migrate 

for marriage or educational opportunities.31 

Although both men and women may migrate 

in response to an income shock, men are more 

likely to do so.32 Youth migration is associated 

with lack of access to land and pursuit of educa-

tion, although migration does not always lead to 

more education.33

	■ Climate-driven migration varies by region and 

country and may differ by age, sex, and socio-

economic group.34 Adaptation to climate change 

may reduce migration,35 while conflict may lead 

to migration (though this is not always the case).36

	■ Social protection programs have different 

effects on migration for men and women. For 

women, these programs may decrease migra-

tion, while effects for men may also depend on 

other factors, such as weather or socioeconomic 

status.37 In addition, migrant networks can play 

an important role, particularly for permanent 

migration where job search costs tend to be 

higher.38

SOCIOECONOMIC CONSEQUENCES 
OF FORCED MIGRATION

The consequences of migration are diverse and 

should be analyzed across three dimensions: 

impacts on migrants and their families; on sending 

communities; and on hosting communities.

For migrants themselves, migration may even-

tually lead to higher incomes and improved 

livelihoods in the hosting country, including bet-

ter education and nutrition outcomes for their 

children.39 However, these positive effects are not 

without costs and can take time to materialize, leav-

ing migrants in vulnerable positions that include 

lower job quality than local workers and deterio-

rated physical and mental health and well-being.40 

IDPs are more vulnerable as they are more diffi-

cult to locate and tend to receive less international 

assistance. Moreover, migration generally occurs at 

great risk, with many migrants undergoing extreme 

hardship and even losing their lives in the jour-

ney.41 According to the Missing Migrants Project of 

IOM, more than 50,000 people have lost their lives 

during migratory movements since 2014. More than 

half of these deaths occurred en route to and within 

Europe, and around 5,000 people have died or dis-

appeared en route to the United States.42

For the families who stay behind, remittances 

from migrants can constitute an important source 

of income, allowing them to invest more in edu-

cation and housing and to attain a better quality 

of life.43 Remittances were especially important 

as a source of income during the COVID-19 pan-

demic. In 2021 in Latin America, they accounted 

for 28 percent of GDP in Honduras, 27 percent in 

El Salvador, 18 percent in Guatemala, 16 percent in 

Nicaragua, and 4 percent in Mexico.44 In the Pacific 

Region, these shares were even higher: 44 percent 

Forced Migration    77



in Tonga, 32 percent in Samoa, 12 percent in the 

Marshall Islands, and 9 percent in the Philippines 

and Fiji.45 Despite these benefits, migration may 

also result in an increased work burden for family 

members who stay behind.

In sending communities, migration may put 

more pressure on wages for unskilled agricultural 

workers, which can have serious consequences for 

the farmers who hire them.46 Migration may also 

affect women’s workloads and empowerment,47 

and women do not necessarily benefit from the 

“feminization” of agriculture — that is, the increase 

in women’s labor in agriculture, in their labor rela-

tive to that of men, or in their roles in agricultural 

decision-making (see Chapter 6).48 Lastly, migra-

tion may result in either a “brain drain” or “brain 

gain” for sending communities.49 High returns on 

human capital (education and skills) in the desti-

nation country can lead to high-skilled emigration 

but may also encourage nonmigrants to invest in 

human capital.50

For hosting communities, the economic liter-

ature assessing the effects of forced migration 

is growing, although still limited.51 Research 

focused on the African context showed that forced 

migration is not an economic burden for hosting 

communities, at least not in a lasting way.52 On the 

contrary, these migrants tend to contribute pos-

itively to local economic growth. In Rwanda, for 

instance, each additional refugee has been esti-

mated to increase annual real income in the local 

economy by US$205 to $253 through market inter-

actions between refugees and their hosts.53

Nevertheless, findings also point to rather 

strong distributional effects for hosting commu-

nities, especially in the short term. In the context 

of underdeveloped labor and credit markets, 

the poor — who are most vulnerable to livelihood 

shocks — face the greatest challenges in seiz-

ing new economic opportunities that accompany 

inflows of forced migrants, due to their low levels of 

physical and human capital.54 Intrahousehold dis-

tributional effects have also been identified, where 

women with low levels of education are less likely 

to engage in employment outside of the house-

hold.55 The evidence from African countries is 

consistent with the findings of more recent studies 

in the Middle East — the destination of most Syrian 

refugees — and Latin America — the destination of 

many Venezuelan refugees.56

More recently, researchers have started to 

investigate whether migrants, and especially 

those fleeing armed conflict, are more inclined to 

engage in criminal activities and organized crime 

in hosting countries.57 The limited evidence from 

a few middle-income countries provides mixed 

and inconclusive results,58 which emphasizes 

the need to better understand group dynamics 

among migrants and intergroup attitudes in ref-

ugee camps and hosting communities. The claim 

that cross-border refugee flows are responsible 

for propagating localized armed conflict has been 

stubbornly persistent, especially in the context of 

civil conflict in Africa — though it lacks strong sup-

porting evidence. A recent study reexamining the 

effects of refugees on civil conflict found no evi-

dence that hosting refugees raises the likelihood of 

new conflict, prolongs existing conflict, or increases 

the number of violent events or casualties.59

RECOMMENDED POLICY RESPONSES 
TO FORCED MIGRATION

Recognize migration as a multidimensional, 
Complex, and context-specific phenomenon. 
Policy responses should start from a clear under-

standing of the causes of forced migration, which 

may be context-specific, and of the people who 

migrate, as well as the possible consequences for 

migrants and their families, sending communities, 

and hosting communities. A comprehensive anal-

ysis is required to determine key driving forces 

that push (or pull) people to relocate, which often 

interrelate or intersect in complex ways depend-

ing on each setting. New analytical approaches, 

such as machine learning, and unconventional data 

sources, such as geo-localized cell phone records 

or geotags posted to social media, provide new 

opportunities to fill gaps in data and knowledge 

about private migration decisions,60 including 

irregular migration, which is inherently difficult 

to trace. Results using these data should still be 

interpreted cautiously because of likely biases in 

reporting and selection (the most vulnerable may 

not have access to tracked communication technol-

ogy). Although humanitarian assistance is essential 
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in the short term to prevent hunger, malnutrition, 

and disease among migrants, lasting solutions 

require wide-ranging policy strategies. These may 

be tailored to different situations to address the 

structural causes of forced migration, including 

lack of economic opportunities, food insecurity, 

and inadequate access to basic services, and to 

mitigate the impacts among migrants as well as 

sending and hosting communities.

Broaden the scope of research on migration 
decisions and potential impacts. More research 

is needed to better understand migration deci-

sions and their potential effects (beyond short-term 

impacts) on migrants, sending communities, and 

hosting communities to derive more tailored pol-

icies that expand positive effects and attenuate 

negative ones. For instance, despite a rapidly grow-

ing literature examining the socioeconomic impacts 

of forced migration among host populations in 

developing countries, surprisingly little is known 

about the impacts among the migrants them-

selves or about the costs of “forced immobility” 

for those who are not able or choose not to relo-

cate. Although evidence is still limited, cash-based 

transfers or vouchers to refugees have shown effi-

ciency in improving food security among refugees 

in Kenya, Rwanda, and Ecuador (see Chapter 5).61 

Addressing forced immobility should also be a pol-

icy priority. In contrast, cash transfers (for example, 

cash-for-work programs) in sending communi-

ties may increase (rather than deter) migration by 

alleviating liquidity and risk constraints and not 

necessarily increasing the opportunity cost of 

migration (that is, potential gains of staying) among 

likely migrants.62

Align social protection and climate action 
objectives. The climate crisis is exacerbating 

many underlying drivers of conflict and threat-

ens to worsen the humanitarian crises, with ever 

more people living in fragile and conflict-affected 

settings. Climate adaptation, peace, and social 

protection objectives need to be well aligned, 

especially considering that funds are typically 

insufficient to cope with multiple crises. Climate 

investments should be used to support peace, 

security, and social protection in addition to climate 

adaptation and mitigation, while humanitarian 

investments need to support climate action in addi-

tion to social protection schemes.63 In Colombia, 

for example, a project led by the International 

Center for Tropical Agriculture (CIAT) is implement-

ing sustainable land use systems to contribute to 

forest conservation, climate protection, and the 

peacebuilding process (Box 1).64

Provide options to mitigate mass migration 
risks. Research has been limitied on the potential 

consequences of different policy options to mit-

igate detrimental impacts associated with large 

migration flows in hosting communities. Exceptions 

include studies focusing on the benefits of local 

initiatives to better integrate forced migrants into 

hosting communities, on Uganda’s social protec-

tion programs for refugees, and on Colombia’s 

right-to-work policy for refugees.65 Yet beyond 

these insightful case studies, systematic evidence is 

still lacking on how specific policies toward forced 

migrants may lead to improved development and 

better integration of these populations into their 

hosting communities.

Better tailor refugee-targeted interventions 
to increase their effectiveness. Most studies 

focus on refugees living in camps, while globally 

most refugees in developing countries live out-

side of camps.66 Particular attention should be 

given to displaced women, given their likely vul-

nerability to domestic and other forms of violence, 

the disruption in their access to critical services 

and informal safety nets, and their lower employ-

ment opportunities (see Chapter 6). Geographic 

mobility has been found to be key for integrat-

ing forced migrants in high-income countries, but 

little is known on the pros and cons of allowing 

such mobility in developing countries. Migrants 

respond to economic incentives, and migration 

itself can lead to a more efficient allocation of 

resources.67 From a policy perspective, it is import-

ant to consider different options for the reception 

of forced migrants. Refugees should be allowed 

to move to local labor markets that offer favorable 

employment opportunities. Providing them with 

the option of choosing where to relocate could 

result in the most effective allocation process. 
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Similarly, offering them opportunities to enroll in 

training programs that prepare them to actively 

participate in local labor markets and increase 

their language skills can enhance their employ-

ment prospects in the hosting community.68

Provide inclusive interventions for commu-
nities hosting refugees. More work is needed to 

understand the impact of refugee-targeted inter-

ventions on host communities. In some contexts, 

for example, cash transfers for refugees can have a 

large positive impact on food consumption without 

affecting prices, while in others they may contrib-

ute to inflation and resentment toward the refugee 

population.69 Refugees may also influence local 

politics by altering the support for certain parties or 

affecting voting behavior,70 which can have import-

ant implications for local development. Providing 

aid and developing infrastructure in the hosting 

community, including improved public service 

delivery, can prevent tensions between refugees 

and locals. More generally, assessing the potential 

economic burdens of a massive influx of migrants 

on local infrastructure and social services can help 

to promote better policies for inclusion.71

Overall, forced migration is a recurrent phe-

nomenon that should be incorporated into the 

global development agenda, given its magni-

tude and importance for economic development, 

as it reflects multiple challenges and opportuni-

ties for vulnerable populations. It is imperative 

to invest in more research to better understand 

migration causes and consequences, includ-

ing context-specific factors, and to derive 

better-tailored policies that comprehensively 

address the phenomenon in both sending and 

hosting communities.

Box 1	 THE IMPORTANCE OF AMNESTY FOR REFUGEES IN COLOMBIA

Since 2017, more than 5.1 million Venezuelans have fled their country due to its collapsing economy, political turmoil, and 
humanitarian crisis. Two million of these refugees have relocated to Colombia, although the lack of resources in the hosting 
country has resulted in a need for long-term solutions and initiatives to promote the socioeconomic recovery of refugees. 
While previous studies have primarily focused on cash transfers and their effects on refugee welfare, little is still known 
about the impact of large-scale amnesty initiatives to regularize migratory status and work permits, particularly in developing 
countries, which often face structural problems such as discrimination in the labor market.

A recent study assesses the impact of the Permiso Especial de Permanencia (PEP) program in Colombia, which has allowed 
more than 442,000 refugees to find formal employment and access safety nets by regularizing their status. The study shows 
improvements in several outcomes, such as formal employment rates, poverty levels, access to financial services, per capita 
income and consumption, food security, and physical and mental health, among those who received the PEP (compared to 
nonrecipients). These findings demonstrate the importance of a well-conducted amnesty program to smoothly integrate 
migrants into their hosting communities and improve their well-being.

Source: A. Ibáñez, A. Moya, M.A. Ortega, S.V. Rozo, and M.J. Urbina, “Life Out of the Shadows: Impacts of Amnesties in the 

Lives of Refugees,” Policy Research Working Paper 9928, World Bank, Washington, DC, 2022.
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Increasing crises in 
human systems and 

the natural world will 
not abate in coming 
years — the time to 
step up our efforts 
to develop a more 

permanent, sustainable 
response is now.



REGIONAL 
DEVELOPMENTS
RECENT GLOBAL CRISES HAVE LED TO DIVERSE IMPACTS ACROSS THE WORLD’S 

low- and middle-income regions, reflecting local conditions and differing policy 

responses. These effects are often compounded by more local shocks and crises, 

including prolonged conflict and violence, natural disasters, and fragile economic 

and governance systems. This section examines the impacts of recent food crises 

to identify both future risks and promising policy options that could improve early 

warning, immediate response, and resilience building in each region.

	■ Pursuing a humanitarian-development-peace approach to Africa’s 

protracted crises

	■ Reducing reliance on food imports in the Middle East and North Africa

	■ Diversifying trade and improving governance for great resilience in 

Central Asia

	■ Increasing smallholder productivity and sustainability in South Asia

	■ Building regional integration in East and Southeast Asia to better manage 

future crises

	■ Managing commodity cycles and building human capital in Latin America 

and the Caribbean

82



Africa� 84
Middle East and North Africa� 90
Central Asia� 97
South Asia� 102
East and Southeast Asia� 108
Latin America and the Caribbean� 112

83



AFRICA

SAMUEL BENIN, WIM MARIVOET, HARRIET MAWIA, 
AND JOHN ULIMWENGU

Samuel Benin is deputy division director, Wim Marivoet is a research fellow, Harriet Mawia is a research 

officer, and John Ulimwengu is a senior research fellow, all with the Africa Regional Office, International 

Food Policy Research Institute.

I n Africa, about 282 million people (20 percent 

of the population) are facing food insecurity 

and are undernourished, more than double the 

share in any other region of the world.1 Food inse-

curity levels vary significantly across and within 

Africa’s subregions. As of 2021, countries in cen-

tral and southern Africa had the largest populations 

deemed at crisis levels or worse of food insecurity 

(45.6 million people, 18.4 percent of the pop-

ulation), with 9.9 million at an emergency level 

(Table 1; see Chapter 2, Box 2, for a definition of 

the IPC food insecurity phases).2 In eastern Africa, 

about 43.6 million people (9.8 percent of the pop-

ulation) are in crisis or worse, with 10.1 million in 

emergency. In western Africa and the Sahel region, 

30.4 million people (8.6 percent of the population) 

are in crisis or worse, about 42 percent of them 

in Nigeria.

In terms of absolute numbers of people, 

the situation is most critical in the Democratic 

Republic of the Congo (DRC), where 27.3 million 

people are in crisis or worse, followed by Nigeria 

and Sudan. In terms of the share of population, 

South Sudan is most affected, with 60 percent of 

the population (7.2 million), including 2.4 million 

people in emergency and 100,000 in catastro-

phe situations.3 Other countries with more than 

30 percent of the population in crisis or worse 

include Angola, the Central African Republic, 

Eswatini, Ethiopia, Lesotho, Madagascar, Namibia, 

and Zimbabwe.

DRIVERS OF FOOD CRISES IN AFRICA

Food crises in Africa are driven largely by conflict, 

weather shocks (especially droughts and floods), 

and poverty, all of which affect the demand, sup-

ply, and availability of food.4 Food shortages and 

income losses have been worsened by pests asso-

ciated with extreme weather, especially the fall 

armyworm plague that started in 2016 in western 

Africa5 and the locust infestation across eastern 

Africa in 2020.6

Agricultural policies have also contributed to 

persistent food crises. Policy support tends to 

favor agricultural exports, for which prices have 

been declining, over food commodities consumed 

in Africa, for which prices have been increasing. 

Lower export prices have led to declining foreign 

exchange receipts and income losses, while rising 

food prices have resulted in higher food import 

bills and declining investment in agriculture and 

other key public goods and services.7

Other recent shocks compounding food inse-

curity include the Ebola outbreaks in western 

Africa (2014–2016) and the DRC (2018–2020), the 

COVID-19 pandemic, and the Russia-Ukraine war. 

During the Ebola and COVID-19 outbreaks, lock-

downs implemented to limit the spread of disease 

in many countries led to a slowdown or shutdown 

of economic activities that disrupted food systems.8 

The continuing crisis reflects remaining supply 

chain issues caused by the pandemic, as well as 

additional disruptions from the Russia-Ukraine war, 
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as a large share of Africa’s food imports (especially 

wheat and maize) come from Russia and Ukraine.9

The incidence and severity of these shocks, 

as well as the drivers, vary across the continent 

(Table 2). While occasional conflict occurs in 

many places, several African countries — includ-

ing Nigeria, Ethiopia, the DRC, Somalia, Mali, and 

Burkina Faso (in order of fatalities) — suffered sub-

stantial violence against civilians in 2022.10 Conflict, 

political instability, and violence against civil-

ians are the primary drivers of food crises in other 

countries as well. The impact of weather shocks is 

likewise varied and widespread. In 2022, for exam-

ple, floods affected millions of people and their 

livelihoods, destroyed thousands of homes and 

properties, and killed nearly 2,000 people, while 

desertification and drought are the main chal-

lenges in other places.

Poverty has also put healthy diets out of reach 

for many Africans. Although the cost of a healthy 

diet in Africa (US$3.46 per person per day) is 

slightly below the global average (US$3.54 per per-

son per day), per capita income is also lower and 

poverty rates are higher in Africa than the global 

average. As a result, a larger proportion of Africa’s 

population cannot afford a healthy diet, especially 

given recent shocks that have raised food, fertil-

izer, and fuel prices.11 The continent’s population 

growth, at about 2.5 percent per year compared to 

the global average of a little under 1 percent per 

year, puts additional pressure on the food system 

and economy to keep pace.

GENDERED EFFECTS OF FOOD CRISES

Food crises affect women and men and boys and 

girls differently due to norms and cultural prac-

tices that lead to different roles, responsibilities, 

and access to resources and coping strategies 

(see Chapter 6). Data from several African coun-

tries indicate that more women (32.8 percent) than 

men (29.7 percent) were significantly affected by 

food price shocks during the COVID-19 pandemic, 

because women spend a much higher share of 

their income on food. Moreover, women face hun-

ger more often than men during food crises; for 

example, in 2014–2016, 25.2 percent of African 

women were severely food insecure compared to 

23.7 percent of men.12 This disparity is due to differ-

ences in income, access to employment or means 

of production, and cultural practices that put 

women last, or allot them smaller portions, when 

Table 1  Acute food insecurity in sub-Saharan Africa regions and selected countries (millions of people affected), 2021

Region/country

Number of 
countries 
included

Integrated Food Security Phase Classification (IPC)

Phase 2:  
Stressed

Phase 3:  
Crisis

Phase 4:  
Emergency

Phase 5:  
Catastrophe

Central and Southern Africa 12 67.7 35.7 9.9 0.01

Democratic Republic of the Congo 40.8 20.5 6.7 0.0

Mozambique 8.4 2.6 0.3 0.01

Malawi 6.3 2.5 0.1 0.0

East Africa 9 51.2 30.3 10.6 0.5

Ethiopia 17.2 12.1 4.3 0.4

Sudan 16.5 7.1 2.7 0.0

South Sudan 3.3 4.7 2.4 0.1

West Africa and the Sahel 16 74.3 28.4 1.5 0.0

Nigeria 35.0 12.7 0.2 0.0

Cameroon 5.8 2.4 0.3 0.0

Niger 5.8 2.4 0.1 0.0

Source: Data from FSIN and GNAFC, 2022 Global Report on Food Crises (Rome: 2022).

Note: See Chapter 2, Box 2, for information on the IPC classifications.
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food is in short supply.13 In Sierra Leone and Liberia, 

for example, the closure of food and other retail 

markets to control the 2014–2016 Ebola outbreak 

destroyed the livelihoods of traders, 85 percent 

of whom were women.14 Similarly, in South Africa, 

women accounted for about two-thirds of the job 

losses during the COVID-19 lockdowns.15

Such disruptions can exacerbate other nega-

tive impacts for women and girls, such as violence 

and sexually transmitted infections. For exam-

ple, sexual and domestic violence reportedly 

rose in Ebola-affected regions of the DRC after 

an outbreak began in 2018.16 Likewise during the 

Ebola outbreak in Guinea, a 4.5 percent increase 

in violence against women was reported.17 Food 

insecurity can also increase the likelihood that 

women and girls will engage in negative coping 

strategies, such as transactional sex, to generate 

income needed to purchase food for their fam-

ilies.18 Conflict seems to widen the gender gap 

as well (see Chapter 7). Some studies have found 

higher rates of chronic malnutrition among preg-

nant women and children or increased risk of acute 

malnutrition in areas of several African countries 

affected by armed conflict, including Burundi,19 

Côte d’Ivoire,20 Ethiopia and Eritrea,21 Nigeria,22 

Rwanda,23 and Somalia.24

CRISIS RESPONSES AND CHALLENGES

National and international actors (such as govern-

ments, UN agencies, and NGOs) as well as affected 

Table 2  Main drivers of food crises in selected African countries

Country Main drivers of food crises

Burkina Faso Coup d’état in September 2022 and the presence of armed groups, mainly in 
the country’s north.

Chad Desertification, including drying up of rivers and lakes in recent years, 
accelerated by drought in northern Chad.

Democratic Republic of the Congo Combination of increased food prices and transportation costs, epidemics, 
and one of the world’s longest-running armed conflicts.

Ethiopia Civil war (November 2020 to November 2022) exacerbates the effects of 
drought.

Kenya Multiple shocks including dry spells, below-average crop and livestock 
production, localized resource-based conflict, and the COVID-19 pandemic.

Malawi Poor infrastructure keeps vital aid from reaching the poorest parts of the 
country.

Mozambique In Cabo Delgado province, extremist groups have forced more than 700,000 
civilians from their homes since 2017.

Niger In 2021, a surge in armed groups and internal conflicts forced tens of 
thousands of vulnerable people into the driest parts of Niger.

Nigeria Loss of more than 860,000 acres of land every year to desertification, affecting 
11 of 36 states.

South Sudan Decades of armed conflicts, including eruption of civil war in 2013, frequent 
climate-related shocks (severe flooding and dry spells), and macroeconomic crisis.

Uganda Drought in 2022 led to price increases of up to 25 percent for basic household 
items.

Zimbabwe The 2018/19 drought plus long-standing macroeconomic challenges are 
pushing millions to the edge of starvation.

Source: Authors’ compilation based on Convoy of Hope, “Food Crisis in Africa Reaches Terrifying Levels," Aug. 25, 2022; IPC, “Acute Food 

Insecurity and Malnutrition Snapshot Acute Food Insecurity: October 2022 – July 2023, Acute Malnutrition July 2022–June 2023" (2022); 

République Démocratique du Congo, “Aperçu de la sécurité alimentaire et de la nutrition, juillet 2022–juin 2023" (2022).

86    Regional Developments



local communities and households have responded 

to food crises with varied approaches and cop-

ing strategies.

Humanitarian assistance is the most common, 

straightforward response to aid affected pop-

ulations. In 2022, the total budget for the UN’s 

Humanitarian Response Plan for sub-Saharan Africa 

was estimated at US$16.7 billion. This funding is 

largely earmarked to ensuring food security, while 

a smaller amount is allocated to nutrition, refugees, 

and social protection. However, as of the end of 

October 2022, less than 45 percent of total humani-

tarian needs had been funded (see Chapter 3).

Early warning systems have emerged as a criti-

cal instrument to increase the effectiveness and 

efficiency of humanitarian responses over the 

years (see Chapters 2 and 3). Studies show that 

projections for Africa from famine early warn-

ing systems, such as the Famine Early Warning 

Systems Network (FEWS NET), are generally good, 

but sometimes miss the mark. These forecasting 

issues are usually associated with complex climate 

and weather events, as well as the difficulty of pre-

dicting the impact of conflict on food insecurity, 

as conflict-affected areas are hard to access and 

politically sensitive to analyze (see Chapter 3).25 To 

facilitate early action, some early warning systems 

and emergency preparedness initiatives, such as 

the work of the Africa Centres for Disease Control 

and Prevention, have integrated surveillance and 

response strategies to mitigate the impact of dis-

ease outbreaks.26 However, like other early warning 

systems, these too face challenges with data and 

information management systems, laboratory 

capacity and functionality, and human capacity, 

especially in the most remote areas.27

Migration is another common response to food 

crises, and can take many forms depending on 

where migrants go, the duration of migration, and 

recurrence. Each choice is driven by a particular 

set of pull and push factors, and leads to diverse 

outcomes for migrants and the sending and host 

communities (see Chapter 7).28 The total number 

of intra-African migrants increased from about 

13 million people in 2000 to more than 20 million in 

2020, with internally displaced people (IDPs) flee-

ing conflict and violence accounting for most of 

the increase. Displacement may also be triggered 

by climate change and extreme weather events, 

such as the flooding in 2020 that affected more 

than 2 million people across 18 western and central 

African countries.

Resilience building has gained traction over the 

past decade as a potentially cost-effective strat-

egy to tackle underlying vulnerabilities and spur 

local solutions for highly contextual challenges.29 

This strategy focuses on creating and rehabilitat-

ing household and community assets, including 

strengthening institutions to manage their own-

ership, access, and use. In 2021, for example, the 

World Food Programme reached 2.1 million peo-

ple across 12 western African countries through 

its Food Assistance for Assets program. This pro-

gram, which was gradually introduced beginning 

in 2013, has assisted local communities in restor-

ing or cultivating 75,000 ha of agricultural land 

and constructing or rehabilitating 1,400 km of 

water infrastructure and 244 km of feeder roads.30 

The protection and restoration of ecosystems that 

provide essential services can be an important 

component of resilience building (Box 1). However, 

assessing the impact of any resilience-building 

intervention is difficult given the multiple defini-

tions of and metrics on resilience, the complex 

nature of the intervention packages, the difficulty of 

tracking intervention costs, and the uncertain time-

frame for recovery.31

The humanitarian-development-peace (HDP) nexus 
approach aims to strengthen collaboration, coher-

ence, and complementarity among these three 

pillars of crisis recovery (see Chapter 7). Given 

that any external intervention may have significant 

consequences — both intended and unintended — 

on local power balances, institutions, and social 

cohesion, the HDP approach works to ensure that 

interventions maximize the reduction of vulnerabil-

ity and poverty while addressing the root causes of 

conflict.32 One good example is the Partnership for 

Recovery and Resilience, which was set up in South 

Sudan in 2018 and has brought together more than 

90 different actors, including local governments, 
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UN agencies, NGOs, and donors, to align activities 

and promote collective outcomes.33 The potential 

of the HDP approach to ensure greater coherence 

and impact in crisis responses has been highlighted 

by the recent establishment of the HDP Nexus 

Coalition hosted by the Global Network Against 

Food Crises.34 However, implementation of HDP 

faces a number of constraints including limited 

understanding among actors in the three pillars 

of each others’ roles, lack of joint analysis and sce-

nario planning with in-country program teams, and 

the need for programmatic and financial flexibility 

in highly volatile contexts. It also requires negoti-

ating trade-offs among the pillars — for example, 

engaging in conflict resolution may jeopardize 

basic humanitarian principles of nonpartisanship 

and thus impede access to vulnerable populations 

(see Chapter 3).35

Repurposing support policies to reduce the cost 

and increase the availability of nutritious foods 

will also be important for improving resilience and 

recovery from crises. The pressing question is how 

to finance a transition to better diets. Currently, 

official development assistance (ODA) for human-

itarian purposes and crisis response is rising much 

faster than ODA for development purposes. As 

countries face more frequent or protracted cri-

ses,36 African governments can expect increasing 

challenges in mobilizing new funding from both 

domestic and international sources to support their 

already underfunded development agendas.37 The 

cost-effectiveness of investments will have to be 

improved, including by reallocating budgets and 

repurposing support policies. A recent scenario 

analysis38 on repurposing existing public fund-

ing for food systems support showed potential for 

significant benefits in reducing the cost of nutri-

tious diets, improving food security and nutrition, 

and reducing greenhouse gas emissions. However, 

trade-offs are also likely, including reductions in 

agricultural production and farm incomes. Thus, 

having complementary policies within and out-

side agrifood systems — such as social safety nets 

and affordable access to health services and edu-

cation — as well as an environment for inclusive 

political participation will be needed to ensure that 

repurposing efforts lead to real improvements.

CONCLUSION

About 20 percent of Africa’s population is food 

insecure and undernourished, more than dou-

ble the population share in any other region of 

the world. Multiple crises in recent years — con-

flicts, natural disasters, disease, and economic 

shocks — have increased food insecurity across 

the continent. National and international actors, 

Box 1  GREAT GREEN WALL: BUILDING RESILIENCE

Ecosystem protection and rehabilitation is fundamental to building the resilience of food systems, particularly as climate 
change worsens. The Great Green Wall initiative is a major effort in the Sahel region intended to restore degraded landscapes 
across an 8,000 km strip of land between Senegal and Djibouti.1 Initially, this ambitious pan-African program proposed 
constructing a 15-km-wide “wall of trees,” but this goal was abandoned in favor of a more realistic mosaic of diverse landscape 
interventions, including natural regeneration, agroforestry, horticulture, livestock, apiculture, and water catchment 
infrastructure, in addition to reforestation.2 Attention to the technical, social, and economic dimensions of this effort is 
essential to ensure success in improving environmental and socioeconomic outcomes.3 However, a recent study showed that 
most of the restoration strategies designed in 12 participating countries to shape the Great Green Wall Initiative largely fell 
short in identifying potential benefits for different vulnerable or demographic groups, especially female-headed households 
and pastoralists, while potential risk for capture of the benefits by elite groups was not assessed.4 On the financial side, it will 
require an estimated US$44 billion (under the base scenario) to fund all proposed land restoration activities, which would 
increase the economic value of Sahelian ecosystems over time — in terms of food, fodder, timber, and carbon sequestration — 
with an expected break-even point at most 10 years after implementation.5
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including governments, UN agencies, and NGOs, 

as well as affected local communities and house-

holds themselves are responding to the growing 

impact of crises in various ways, including through 

humanitarian assistance, early warning systems, 

migration, and resilience building. Crisis interven-

tions that are responsive to gender are also critical 

to reducing disproportional impacts on women 

and girls. However, the costs associated with these 

responses are enormous and underfunded.

The HDP nexus approach offers a promising 

means to address the multifaceted nature of food 

crises more cost effectively in the short to medium 

term. For the longer term, however, repurpos-

ing current public support to food and agriculture 

will be critical to reduce the cost and increase 

the availability of nutritious foods. This multifac-

eted strategy to building crisis resilience over time 

would make healthy diets affordable and available 

for all of Africa’s population, including the poor, 

women, children, and other vulnerable people, 

which aligns with African leaders’ vision of accel-

erated transformation of food systems for shared 

prosperity and improved livelihoods. Systemwide 

enabling conditions for lasting resilience must 

include good governance mechanisms, adequate 

policies and regulations, high quality infrastruc-

ture, functioning community networks, and reliable 

safety nets.
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W hile the global economy, and the econ-

omies of many countries in the Middle 

East and North Africa (MENA) region, 

has not yet recovered from the repercussions of 

the COVID-19 pandemic, 2022 brought new chal-

lenges triggered by the Russia-Ukraine war and 

associated trade shocks. The MENA region is par-

ticularly vulnerable to shocks to world food prices 

and trade because of its heavy dependence on 

food imports. It is also subject to political insta-

bility, fragility, and persistent conflict, all of which 

contribute to large refugee populations, many 

hosted by countries within the region, and to food 

insecurity more broadly. MENA is also among the 

world’s regions most at risk from climate change 

and water scarcity.1 The compound crises arising 

from conflict, trade shocks, and climate change cur-

rently threaten food and nutrition security in many 

MENA countries.

FOOD IMPORT DEPENDENCE 
AND RISING IMPORT COSTS

The MENA region relies heavily on food imports, 

especially cereal imports. For example, wheat rep-

resents 39 percent of caloric intake per person 

in Egypt, 20 percent in Sudan, and 46 percent in 

Yemen. Historically, much of this demand was met 

by imports from Russia and Ukraine.2 In Egypt, the 

world’s largest importer of wheat, imports account 

for about 62 percent of total wheat consumption, 

of which about 85 percent comes from Russia and 

Ukraine. Cereal import dependence is even higher 

in some other MENA countries, including Lebanon 

and Yemen.

At the onset of the current crisis, IFPRI research-

ers conducted an analysis of countries’ vulnerability 

to the global increase in prices and the disrup-

tion of exports from Russia and Ukraine.3 The 

country-level typology categorizes Lebanon, 

Sudan, and Yemen as extremely vulnerable to the 

crisis, and indicates Egypt is in the very high vulner-

ability category (Figure 1). For many countries in 

the MENA region, their direct exposure to the trade 

shock — as importers of Russian and Ukrainian cere-

als — and low existing stocks put their food security 

at risk. Existing stocks were already running low 

immediately before the crisis due to drought and 

crop failure.

Global food prices surged in early 2022 when 

Russia invaded Ukraine, disrupting Black Sea trade. 

Some exporting countries responded to these dis-

ruptions by introducing trade restrictions,4 which 

put further pressure on global markets. Despite 

these challenges, many MENA countries have con-

tinued importing the usual volumes of food but at 

significantly higher prices (Figure 2), triggering a 

significant increase in import costs. For example, 

up to July 2022, MENA countries experienced a 

50 percent increase in the cost of wheat imports. 

For some of these countries, the external crisis has 

been compounded by domestic production short-

ages, mainly due to weather conditions (Morocco 

and Iraq) and conflict (Syria), problems that have 

increased demand for imports just to meet basic 

consumption needs. Fortunately, most trade and 
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financial sanctions continue to exempt food prod-

ucts and critical agricultural inputs like fertilizers. 

These exemptions may have forestalled a larger 

price increase for wheat.

WINDFALLS AND INCREASED 
ECONOMIC DIVERGENCE

In the face of global commodity shocks, the econo-

mies of MENA’s oil-exporting countries have fared 

better than the region’s oil-importing countries. 

The surge in oil and natural gas prices gener-

ated windfalls for MENA’s oil exporters, although 

some of these countries, including Bahrain, Kuwait, 

Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab 

Emirates, rely heavily on cereal and related food 

imports. MENA’s oil-importing countries, such as 

Egypt, faced the double burden of high food and 

fuel prices. These price surges have raised import 

costs and reduced available government funds 

for oil importers,5 triggering macroeconomic 

imbalances and major currency devaluations in 

Egypt, Lebanon, and Morocco. The devaluations in 

turn are causing significant inflationary pressure in 

domestic economies, which has fueled further price 

increases for a wide range of commodities and ser-

vices in domestic markets. The surges in cereal 

prices have also significantly increased the cost of 

humanitarian assistance in fragile countries, such as 

Yemen and Sudan. For instance, rising wheat prices 

forced humanitarian organizations, including the 

World Food Programme, to reduce food-basket 

rations in both countries.

Within countries, the combination of rising fuel 

and food prices meant some sectors fared sig-

nificantly better than others. As a result of the 

counteractive impact of the price increases for 

imports and exports, some countries’ overall GDP 

and employment were affected less than initially 

expected. For example, while Egypt is a major 

wheat importer, it also exports natural gas and fer-

tilizers. The windfall revenues from higher natural 

Figure 1  Overview of country-level relative vulnerability

Source: Adapted from K.A. Abay, C. Breisinger, J. Glauber, S. Kurdi, D. Laborde, and K. Siddig, "The Russian-Ukraine War: Implications for Global and Regional 

Food Security and Potential Policy Reponses," Global Food Security 36 (2023): 100675.

Note: The indicators used for this assessment included: (1) existing dependency on the Black Sea region; (2) exposure to other suppliers that have imple-

mented export restrictions; (3) current level of wheat stocks (to determine countries’ buffer capacity); (4) consequences for countries’ current accounts of price 

increases for various commodities (positive or negative effects depending on trade structure of countries); and (5) existing level of undernourishment, food 

price inflation, and expected impacts of the changes in world prices on domestic food bills and household food security.

Extremely high Very high High Moderate UkraineMinor risk
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gas prices have supported overall GDP, and firms 

and households with income associated with this 

sector are expected to benefit. However, Egypt’s 

agrifood system has been harmed, particularly 

its off-farm agrifood system activities, which are 

energy-intensive (Figure 3).6 Other fertilizer export-

ers faced more complex challenges. For example, 

Morocco is a large producer of phosphate, but 

relies on imports of intermediate inputs (either nat-

ural gas or ammonia) for fertilizer production. While 

high fertilizer prices could benefit Morocco, the war 

in Ukraine and the country’s difficult relationships 

with neighboring countries, such as Algeria, com-

plicated access to essential inputs in 2022.7

IMPACTS ON POVERTY AND INEQUALITY

Within countries, the crisis has had differential 

impacts across households, leading to an increase 

in inequality. Poorer households bear the greatest 

burden of current food price shocks because they 

spend a larger portion of their income on food and 

consume a disproportionate share of cereals and 

other cheap, energy-dense foods.8 In Egypt, Sudan, 

and Yemen, for example, poorer households con-

sume a significantly larger share of wheat-based 

calories per day than richer households.9 Conflicts 

in Yemen and some other MENA countries further 

increase households’ reliance on cereals and hence 

their vulnerability to food price shocks.10

The fuel price shock, in combination with the 

food price shock, is expected to further worsen 

inequalities. Windfall revenues from oil and natu-

ral gas exports are likely to accrue to governments, 

while most households — particularly poor or rural 

ones — are likely to be hit twice, by both rising 

prices and falling incomes. In Egypt, for example, 

overall national real household consumption is 

estimated to have fallen by a modest 0.9 percent 

(Figure 4), but rural and poor households have suf-

fered a much larger decline in consumption than 

urban ones. Because Egypt produces most of the 

fertilizer it uses domestically and even exports 

a small amount, some urban households derive 

Figure 2  Wheat imports to MENA countries in 2022, compared to prior years

Source: Based on data from Trade Data Monitor (https://www.tradedatamonitor.com/).
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Figure 3  Anticipated change in GDP and employment due to food, fuel, and fertilizer shocks in Egypt

Source: Simulation results from IFPRI’s Egypt RIAPA model, reported in K.A. Abay, F. Abdelradi, C. Breisinger, et al., “Egypt: Impacts of the 

Ukraine and Global Crises on Poverty and Food Security,” Global Crisis Country Series Brief 18 (Washington, DC: IFPRI, 2022).

Note: Agrifood system (AFS) includes primary sector, food processing, and food-related services.
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Figure 4  Anticipated change in real household consumption due to food, fuel, and fertilizer shocks in Egypt

Source: Simulation results from IFPRI’s Egypt RIAPA model, reported in K.A. Abay, F. Abdelradi, C. Breisinger, et al., “Egypt: Impacts of the 

Ukraine and Global Crises on Poverty and Food Security,” Global Crisis Country Series Brief 18 (Washington, DC: IFPRI, 2022).
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income from fertilizer production and trade. As 

a result, the increase in fertilizer prices has had a 

positive impact for urban households as a group. 

Rural and poor households, however, have faced 

large impacts from all rising prices — for food, fuel, 

and fertilizer.

In several MENA countries, local conflict has 

compounded the impact of these global shocks. 

Countries affected by fragility, conflict, and vio-

lence saw the greatest increases in poverty caused 

by the COVID-19 pandemic.11 Iraq and Yemen con-

tinue to grapple with the multiple shocks caused 

by conflict and high food and fuel prices, which 

all contribute to food insecurity. These underlying 

vulnerabilities are likely to affect households differ-

ently. For example, households headed by women 

in Iraq and Yemen are more likely to face idiosyn-

cratic shocks such as sickness and accidents that 

reduce the income-generating potential of their 

households (Table 1). About one-third of house-

holds in Iraq and two-thirds in Yemen reported 

being affected by high food prices in the last two 

years, with those headed by women experiencing 

higher rates of food insecurity.

NATIONAL POLICY RESPONSES

The Russia-Ukraine war triggered important pub-

lic policy responses, some of which have helped 

to contain inflationary pressures, though they have 

also contributed to fiscal pressures and costs. 

Several MENA countries introduced monetary and 

fiscal policies designed to cushion the adverse 

impact of the crisis on economies and households 

(Table 2).12 Fiscal policies have included increased 

food and fuel subsidies, new price controls, 

incentives to boost domestic agricultural produc-

tion, trade regulations, indirect tax exemptions, 

product-specific exchange rates, and the intro-

duction or expansion of cash transfers and utility 

bill and financial support to vulnerable house-

holds. Some of these are adaptations of policies 

introduced in response to the COVID-19 pan-

demic. Others, including commodity subsidies, are 

new.13 These measures have helped to limit price 

increases, but their medium-term impacts in terms 

of protecting households as well as the long-term 

fiscal implications for government debt remain to 

be evaluated.

PREPARING FOR COMPOUND CRISES

National policy responses to global food crises 

need to consider other regional vulnerabilities, 

including climate change, water scarcity, conflict, 

and rising debt vulnerability stemming from gov-

ernments’ increased fiscal spending. Recurring 

trade shocks and food crises are strong remind-

ers that MENA countries need to reinforce their 

investments and efforts to increase the resilience 

of their food systems. In the very short term, MENA 

countries should consider diversifying their food 

imports and exports while continuing to invest 

in social protection systems to protect poor and 

vulnerable households from food price spikes. 

These social protection programs need to effec-

tively target the most vulnerable groups, including 

women, who make up a large share of the poor. 

Table 1  Share of households affected by different types of shocks and food insecurity (2021–2022)

Country Household type

Reported types of shocks affecting households Prevalence 
of moderate 

or severe 
food 

insecurity 
(%)

High food 
prices (%)

High fuel 
prices (%)

Sickness 
and 

accident (%) Job loss (%) Drought (%)

Other 
economic 
shock (%)

Iraq Male-headed 32 9 20 20 13 8 35

Female-headed 35 8 34 21 8 7 49

Yemen Male-headed 67 46 29 11 12 4 58

Female-headed 62 40 46 6 6 5 74

Source: Based on FAO, Data In EMergencies (DIEM), accessed January 2023. https://data-in-emergencies.fao.org/pages/monitoring
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Targeting during the COVID-19 pandemic had 

mixed success in the MENA region, with target-

ing shown to be progressive (pro-poor) in some 

countries, including Egypt, but not in others, such 

as Morocco.14 Rethinking consumer policies and 

adopting healthier and more sustainable diets 

(particularly reducing reliance on wheat) is also 

important. Indeed, while governments must pri-

oritize protection for poor consumers in times of 

crisis, once prices have stabilized, they should focus 

on reforming food subsidies to improve diets and 

reduce vulnerability.

In the longer term, MENA countries will need to 

explore policy options for mitigating vulnerability 

to trade shocks that take account of domestic 

production capacities and constraints related to 

environmental sustainability and risk of weather 

shocks. Policies supporting the transition toward 

a greener future can offer a double win: less vul-

nerability to oil price shocks and a contribution 

to climate change mitigation. Given the region’s 

strong potential for expanding wind and solar 

energy, it could generate additional revenues by 

diversifying exports.

Long-term agricultural policies in particular 

must take account of climate change and water 

scarcity. While some countries may have poten-

tial to expand arable land and production (such as 

Table 2  Public policy responses to mitigate the impact of trade shocks (introduced since February 2022)

Product market interventions Targeted social protection

Increased 
food

and fuel 
subsidies

Instituted 
new price 
controls

Trade reg-
ulations

Indirect 
tax

exemp-
tions

Product- 
specific 

exchange 
rates

Increased 
regulated 

prices/ 
reduced 
subsidies

Cash 
transfers

Utility 
bill and 
financial 
support

Improved 
targeting

Algeria ● ●

Bahrain ● ●

Djibouti ● ● ● ● ●

Egypt ● ● ● ● ●

Iran ● ● ●

Iraq ● ● ● ● ●

Jordan ● ● ● ● ● ●

Kuwait ●

Lebanon ● ● ● ●

Libya ● ● ●

Morocco ●

Oman ● ●

Qatar

Saudi Arabia ● ●

Syria ● ● ● ●

Tunisia ● ● ●

United Arab Emirates ● ● ●

West Bank and Gaza ● ● ●

Yemen ●

Total: Out of 19 8 10 6 5 4 5 7 7 3

Source: Reproduced from F. Belhaj, R. Gatti, D. Lederman, et al. New State of Mind: Greater Transparency and Accountability in the Middle East and North 

Africa—Middle East and North Africa Economic Update (October) (Washington, DC: World Bank, 2022).

Note: These public policy responses, which are likely an incomplete list, were compiled by World Bank country economists. This list does not include mone-

tary policy responses, such as increasing interest rates and devaluation, which have been deployed by some countries.
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Sudan), such expansion is likely to be unsustainable 

in water- and land-scarce countries. For example, 

Egypt’s principal focus should be on adapting its 

farming systems to address imminent water short-

ages and climate change threats and to increase 

resilience, rather than unsustainably expanding 

production.15

Windfall increases in state revenues in 

oil-exporting countries and the associated increase 

in government funds could serve all these objec-

tives if fiscal surpluses are directed toward 

productive investments that diversify food imports 

and exports, thus strengthening the resilience of 

these economies. However, oil-importing coun-

tries, which continue to face significantly higher 

import bills and increasing debt vulnerability, need 

to devise sustainable means of addressing trade 

shocks and food crises. Those countries affected 

by prolonged conflict and violence should focus on 

restoration of livelihoods and protection of vulner-

able households in the short term, while laying the 

groundwork for longer-term investment to support 

diversification and resilience of livelihoods.
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I n Central Asia, the combined impact of the 

COVID-19 pandemic and the Russia-Ukraine 

war has ignited inflation and increased pov-

erty. Although the region made good progress 

in reducing poverty and inequality over the past 

two decades, the pandemic stalled this progress 

and even reversed the welfare gains in some coun-

tries. Nearly half a million individuals in the region 

are estimated to have fallen into extreme poverty, 

due to decreased incomes, job losses, and work 

interruptions.1 In Kyrgyzstan, for example, the pov-

erty rate rose from about 20 percent in 2019 to 

more than 33 percent in 2021.2 Subsequent exter-

nal shocks to Central Asia’s food systems, driven 

by the Russia-Ukraine war, have likely further wors-

ened poverty and increased the vulnerability of 

households and individuals to food insecurity. 

Both these major shocks have constrained eco-

nomic growth in the region. The Central Asian 

countries’ strong trade and financial links with 

Russia and Ukraine, along with heavy reliance on 

remittances from their migrant workers in Russia, 

made them particularly vulnerable to the disrup-

tions caused by the conflict, and the economic 

damage has been considerable.3

REMITTANCES, PRICES, 
AND FOOD SECURITY

Labor remittances play an important role in reduc-

ing poverty and inequality in Central Asia. In 

Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan, remittances currently 

account for about 30 percent of national GDP, and 

more than 90 percent of these remittances come 

from Russia. Remittances also account for an essen-

tial share of income for many households in these 

countries. The impact of the war on labor migration 

and remittances has so far been mixed. Evidence 

suggests that migration interruptions following 

the war's onset were limited, and seasonal labor 

migration from the region between March and 

July 2022 increased slightly. However, the share of 

households with a member considering migration 

declined.4 Data suggest the total flow of remit-

tances to the region has been resilient and even 

increased significantly for Uzbekistan.5 However, 

that growth cannot be explained by regular flows 

of remittances. Data from the National Bank of 

Kyrgyzstan suggest that while the total flow of labor 

remittances from Russia did not decline, the net 

inflow of labor remittances fell by nearly 14 percent 

in 2022 compared to 2021, with the declining trend 

more evident in the second half of 2022 (Figure 1). 

Unfortunately, we do not have data on the outflow 

of transfers from Uzbekistan.

Supply shortages and higher food and energy 

prices associated with the Russia-Ukraine war 

fueled double-digit inflation across the region. In 

Kazakhstan, annual inflation stood at 20.3 percent.6 

In Kyrgyzstan, overall inflation reached 14.7 percent 

in 2022, with food inflation at 15.8 percent and the 

consumer price index for wheat flour and prod-

ucts up 24.2 percent.7 Since wheat and wheat 

products account for a significant share of caloric 

intake in the region, rising consumer prices could 

reduce household consumption, increase poverty 

further, and are likely to strike poorer households 

hardest. In Tajikistan, for example, wheat prod-

ucts account for about 45 percent of the average 

total caloric intake, and net wheat imports make up 

nearly 60 percent of the domestic supply (Figure 2). 

The retail price of wheat flour in Tajikistan rose 
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sharply in the first months of the war (February to 

May 2022), and despite a slight decline in the sec-

ond half of the year, wheat flour prices remained 

more than 30 percent above the levels recorded at 

the end of 2021.8

LONG-TERM SOURCES OF FRAGILITY

In addition to the setbacks caused by the recent 

global shocks, food systems in Central Asia are 

at risk because of long-term sources of fragility, 

including gender inequality, climate change, and 

poor governance. Considerable gender gaps in 

labor force participation and earnings make women 

more vulnerable to external shocks and food inse-

curity during crises. When women enter their prime 

childbearing years, the gap increases as a result of 

their increased domestic and care burdens and the 

limited availability of public childcare services.9 In 

addition, existing household, institutional, and soci-

etal gender inequalities add to the fragility of food 

systems in the region.10

Climate change poses a serious risk, given the 

large share of agriculture in GDP and employment 

in Central Asia. The region’s agrifood sector and 

related livelihoods are exposed to increasingly 

Figure 1  Monthly net inflow of remittances from Russia to Kyrgyzstan, 2021 and 2022

Source: Data from the National Bank of Kyrgyzstan (2023).

250

200

150

50

100

0
Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sep Oct Nov Dec

20222021

U
S$

 m
ill

io
ns

Figure 2  Share of wheat products in total caloric intake 
and net imports in domestic wheat supply, 2019/20

Source: Data from FAOSTAT (2022).
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frequent extreme weather events, including 

temperature extremes, droughts, and floods, 

as well as greater variability in precipitation as 

global temperatures continue to rise.11 For exam-

ple, heatwaves in July 2021 and July 2022 and 

cold waves in January 2023 had major impacts 

on agricultural livelihoods and food systems 

in Uzbekistan.

The region’s vulnerability to climate change is 

exacerbated by weak infrastructure, high levels 

of poverty, and poor governance. Despite some 

recent positive developments in governance, some 

evidence shows that weak political institutions, lack 

of accountability, poor regulatory quality and gov-

ernment effectiveness, and widespread corruption 

pose significant challenges to the stability of food 

systems in the region.12

LESSONS LEARNED

The recent COVID-19 pandemic exposed two 

significant weakness in Central Asia’s food sys-

tems — a lack of diversity in markets and products 

and alarmingly weak governance. Central Asian 

countries score low on multiple dimensions of 

the World Bank’s government effectiveness indi-

cator, including the perceived quality of public 

services and the credibility of governments' com-

mitment to their policies.13 Poor governance and 

widespread corruption weaken Central Asian gov-

ernments’ capacity to collect revenue and spend 

public resources efficiently,14 with detrimental 

impacts on their ability to respond adequately 

to external shocks and crises. Thus, public gov-

ernance and anticorruption reforms should be a 

high priority in the region.

The lack of economic diversity is evident in 

the high concentration of imports from a few 

countries — for example, the Russian Federation, 

Kazakhstan, and China account for more than 

50 percent of Uzbekistan’s total imports — and 

dependence on remittances from a single country. 

In combination with rising inequality, this depen-

dence on a few economic partners exacerbated 

the pandemic’s negative impacts in the region, 

especially for poorer households. Increasing the 

number of trading partners and the diversity of 

supply chains, and economic diversification more 

generally, is essential to making the region’s food 

systems more robust and resilient to external 

shocks (see Chapter 4).

Trade export restrictions, though not pro-

longed, caused considerable increases in food 

prices at the outset of the pandemic. Temporary 

bans and reductions in wheat exports imposed 

by the Russian Federation and Kazakhstan led to 

higher food prices in the wheat-importing coun-

tries — Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, and Uzbekistan. 

In response, some Central Asian governments 

shifted focus toward achieving a high degree 

of self-sufficiency in food, especially wheat. For 

example, in Tajikistan, policymakers have advo-

cated for 80 percent self-sufficiency in grain, up 

from the current 45–50 percent they now produce. 

An IFPRI phone survey conducted in 2020 showed 

that many smallholders switched to growing 

wheat instead of high-value crops such as vegeta-

bles.15 Central Asian countries are net exporters 

of vegetables, which allows them leeway to pro-

mote cereal production at the expense of these 

crops in order to reduce reliance on imported 

wheat. However, this shift could also cause food 

insecurity by reducing the dietary diversity that 

is accessible at affordable prices. Moreover, food 

self-sufficiency policies may require increased 

government intervention in agriculture, includ-

ing price controls, subsidies, and regulation, 

which tend to create production and market inef-

ficiencies and, as a result, may not achieve their 

desired outcome.

Social protection policies aim to protect vul-

nerable households and individuals from hardship 

caused by crises (see Chapter 5). In Central Asia, 

the social protection measures put in place during 

the COVID-19 pandemic were devoted to income 

protection, with a significant amount allocated to 

cash-for-work programs and unconditional cash 

transfers. However, they did not focus on job pro-

tection measures. Overall, these social protection 

policies were limited in scope. Moreover, weak 

governance and widespread corruption led to inef-

ficient allocation and spending of limited public 

resources.16 As a result, households resorted to 

negative food-based coping strategies, such as 

consuming less desirable, less expensive foods, as 

well as asset-depleting coping strategies.17
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MONITORING AND RAPID RESPONSE

During the COVID-19 pandemic, regional gov-

ernments and development partners worked 

together to monitor and respond to crises. These 

efforts were not sustained in the aftermath of 

the pandemic, leaving communities and house-

holds vulnerable to new shocks and failing to 

address the long-term impacts of the crisis on 

poverty, food security, and livelihoods. The World 

Food Programme has since established food 

security monitoring systems in Kyrgyzstan and 

Tajikistan, which conduct bimonthly household 

surveys to track trends in vulnerable communi-

ties. In Uzbekistan, the UN’s Food and Agriculture 

Organization in partnership with Westminster 

International University in Tashkent recently 

launched a web-based monitoring tool designed 

to collect national food price data and facilitate 

its dissemination and analysis. However, these 

tools are limited in scope and focus on only a few 

aspects of food security. They are not designed 

to predict, monitor, or manage the long-term 

impacts of crises or vulnerability (see Chapters 2 

and 3).

Policy responses to the COVID-19 pandemic 

differed widely across the region, largely reflect-

ing governments’ fiscal capacity. Kyrgyzstan and 

Tajikistan developed limited policy response mea-

sures, given their narrow fiscal space and limited 

public monitoring capacities.18 Kazakhstan and 

Uzbekistan, with a larger fiscal base, responded 

swiftly to the crisis, implementing strict monitor-

ing and confinement measures and designing large 

support packages. The multiple crisis response 

measures adopted by the Kazakh government 

included supporting the domestic private sector 

and employment; offering workers and families 

affected by the crisis short-term relief measures, 

such as cash payments to individuals who had 

lost their jobs or were on unpaid leave due to the 

quarantine; provision of food baskets and non-

food essentials to vulnerable populations; and an 

increase in pension and social benefits.19

Uzbekistan’s government developed and imple-

mented a framework for local community-based 

monitoring and rapid crisis response. In addition 

to specific short-term measures intended to slow 

or prevent transmission of the virus and to ensure 

that health systems had the necessary capacity 

for response, this framework aimed to address the 

medium-term social and economic consequences 

of the pandemic. As elsewhere, the pandem-

ic’s impact was most severe for the poorest and 

most vulnerable. The government relied on the 

community-based targeting approach to reach 

the neediest sectors of the population as a part of 

the crisis response framework. But with a highly 

fragmented social protection system and limited 

government capacity, it was not able to deliver sup-

port to all vulnerable communities and households, 

and many needy households have received no 

assistance. In particular, the social protection cov-

erage did not reach most unemployed and informal 

workers, leaving them more vulnerable to shocks. 

These poor households are forced to reduce con-

sumption of nutritious foods, directly affecting their 

long-term nutrition, health, and productivity, with 

impacts that are difficult to reverse and perpetuate 

the cycle of poverty and vulnerability.

PREPARING FOR FUTURE SHOCKS

Several factors — including climate change, limited 

diversity of foreign trade, volatility of commodity 

prices, and dependence on remittances — make 

Central Asian countries especially vulnerable to 

external shocks and crises. The ad hoc approach 

that has been taken to managing such crises has 

failed to prevent serious increases in poverty, with 

long-term implications for development. Clearly, as 

crises become more frequent and even coincide, 

a more permanent, comprehensive framework for 

crisis readiness and response is needed. Such a 

framework will include a set of strategies, tools, 

and procedures put in place by the region’s gov-

ernments to prepare for emergencies and respond 

to them effectively by mitigating impacts and 

speeding recovery. Components may include risk 

assessment, early warning systems, a crisis man-

agement plan, communication, training and testing, 

and recovery and learning.

Social protection. Gender-sensitive social pro-

tection systems should be an integral part of 

any crisis response framework (see Chapter 6). 
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These programs can provide a safety net during 

short-term shocks as well as long-term changes in 

the labor market that affect incomes and jobs. An 

optimal safety net policy would protect the wel-

fare of the poorest and most at-risk households and 

support sustainable growth without hindering the 

reallocation of labor to more productive sectors 

of the economy, which is essential for the devel-

opment and transformation of food systems (see 

Chapter 5).20

Social protection systems should also cover 

Central Asia’s labor migrants. Because these 

migrants work primarily in Russia, they are at risk 

when Russia’s economy and labor market condi-

tions deteriorate. With Russia subject to severe 

sanctions, labor migrants may lose employment 

because of declining demand, or fluctuations in 

the Russian ruble may make it difficult to exchange 

rubles for other currencies, such as the US dol-

lar, thus decreasing the value of labor remittances. 

If these problems materialize, large numbers of 

migrants may return to their home countries, and 

they should be able to count on national social pro-

tection systems.

Regional cooperation. Regional cooperation and 

foreign trade play a significant role both in making 

the relatively small and undiversified economies 

of Central Asia resilient to crises and in develop-

ing reliable national crisis response frameworks. 

However, the landlocked position of Central Asian 

countries is compounded by infrastructure bottle-

necks, institutional and policy barriers, and poor 

trade facilitation, which need to be addressed. 

Trade and policy reforms, investments in physical 

and virtual connectivity, and cooperation in using 

shared natural resources, such as water resources, 

are essential to improve the region’s readiness to 

respond to and prevent crises.

Monitoring and analysis. Addressing increas-

ingly frequent and disruptive crises will also 

require timely and well-tailored high-frequency 

data and analysis (see Chapter 2). At present, 

Central Asian countries collect little household and 

community-level data, and information and anal-

ysis is needed to identify the most vulnerable and 

affected populations and target social safety nets 

to them. The scarcity of gender-disaggregated 

data in particular makes it difficult to under-

stand the differences and inequalities between 

men and women, address gender inequalities in 

crisis response, and ensure that policies and inter-

ventions are more effective in reducing gender 

disparities. Moreover, little in-country capacity 

exists for modern data analytics and assess-

ment. Investment in gender-disaggregated, 

high-frequency data collection and in building ana-

lytical and applied research capacity is essential to 

better anticipate and prepare for future crises in 

Central Asia.
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T he COVID-19 pandemic dealt a serious blow 

to the strong economic and social per-

formance maintained by South Asia for 

two decades. Regional GDP shrank by almost 

5 percent in 2020 (Table 1A). The agriculture sec-

tor, however, enjoyed modest growth across most 

of the region (Table 1B). As the regional econ-

omy struggled to recover from the pandemic, the 

Russia-Ukraine war and natural disasters, including 

devastating floods in Pakistan in 2022, led to fur-

ther disruptions. Spikes in global food and energy 

prices and the tightening of global financial con-

ditions, as countries tried to contain high inflation, 

led to contractions in South Asian trade and in the 

hospitality and manufacturing sectors. The dete-

rioration in economic conditions that began with 

the pandemic led to a substantial increase in pov-

erty, with 48–59 million people estimated to be 

newly poor in 2021, particularly in Afghanistan, 

Pakistan, and Sri Lanka.1

These shocks all contributed to higher food 

prices and disrupted food production and distri-

bution. Food insecurity worsened in Afghanistan, 

Pakistan, and Sri Lanka during 2022 (Figure 1).2 As 

pressures on food markets intensified, a number 

of food-exporting countries resorted to protec-

tionist measures that subsequently contributed to 

higher international prices and market volatility. 

Afghanistan, Bangladesh, India, and Pakistan imple-

mented export restrictions in 2022 on rice, wheat, 

and sugar, among other products. While interna-

tional food prices have recently eased, they remain 

significantly above pre-pandemic averages, and 

continuing high prices for fertilizers and energy 

have made agricultural production less remunera-

tive despite the increase in output prices.3

CURRENT ECONOMIC OUTLOOK

Economic prospects for the region are mixed, 

including for agriculture and food systems. In the 

second half of 2022, most of the region’s domes-

tic currencies depreciated by more than 10 percent 

against the US dollar (Bangladeshi taka, 18 percent; 

Pakistani rupee, 14 percent; Sri Lankan rupee, 

45 percent), and consumer price inflation remains 

above national central bank targets.

India, which accounts for three-quarters of the 

region’s output, showed robust growth of about 

7 percent in 2022/23 despite recent shocks, and 

similar growth is expected in 2023/24.4 Its agri-

culture sector also showed strong annual growth, 

at more than 3 percent. With this recovery, India 

is poised to become the fastest-growing econ-

omy among the world’s largest emerging market 

and developing economies. Reasons for con-

cern persist, however. Consumer inflation spiked 

to 7.8 percent in April 2022 and remained at 

6.5 percent in January 2023, which led the Reserve 

Bank to tighten its monetary policy.5

Bangladesh was also hit by COVID-19 and 

the more recent shocks, although to a more lim-

ited extent than other South Asian countries. GDP 

growth is expected to slow from 7.2 percent to 

5.2 percent in 2022/23 due to falling exports, a 

growing trade deficit, continued high inflation, 

reduced remittances, energy scarcity and higher 

prices, and tighter monetary policy.6

Pakistan — an already vulnerable economy with 

a debt equal to 97 percent of its GDP,7 soaring 

inflation, and acute shortage of foreign exchange 

reserves — faces continued policy and politi-

cal uncertainty as well as damage from natural 
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disasters that pushed an estimated 5.8 to 9.0 million 

people into poverty in 2022.8

Sri Lanka and Afghanistan are also still fac-

ing crisis. Sri Lanka’s output fell by an estimated 

9.2 percent in 2022 and is expected to decline 

another 4.2 percent in 2023 as a result of ongo-

ing foreign exchange shortages, high inflation, 

increased interest rates, and policy measures 

implemented to restore macroeconomic stabil-

ity. This economic crisis increased poverty and 

reversed income gains made over the past decade. 

In Afghanistan, the sudden suspension of inter-

national aid in August 2021, along with reduced 

foreign investment, shrank the country’s output by 

about one-third, leading to a large increase in pov-

erty. The situation there remains precarious, and 

severe food shortages are likely.

On the other hand, Nepal has enjoyed a strong 

recovery in domestic demand, which may raise 

GDP growth to 5.8 percent in 2022/23, and the 

country is expected to maintain robust growth for 

the foreseeable future. In addition, the Maldives 

and Bhutan are benefiting from the post-pandemic 

recovery of tourism. The Maldives is likely to remain 

the fastest-growing small economy in the region 

due to infrastructure investments and the rebound 

in tourism. Bhutan’s economy is projected to grow 

by 4.1 percent in 2022/23, as a result of opening its 

border with India in September 2022.

FOOD SECURITY AND POVERTY

South Asia is far off track to achieve Sustainable 

Development Goal 2 (SDG2), Zero Hunger, by 2030, 

and progress in tackling the problem has stalled. 

Numbers of undernourished people and those fac-

ing severe food insecurity are up substantially over 

the past five years (Figure 1). Child stunting and 

wasting remain more prevalent in South Asia than 

in other world regions. The deterioration in food 

security is largely due to the pandemic-induced 

economic disruptions, poor macroeconomic man-

agement, armed conflicts, and climate change. 

Progress toward SDG1, No Poverty, has also been 

set back, as hard-won gains have been lost and the 

pandemic pushed an additional 62–71 million peo-

ple into poverty in South Asia.

The recovery and development of food systems 

in South Asia face multiple challenges. Although 

spillover effects from the Russia-Ukraine war have 

not been large, South Asia has been affected 

by the global rise in food, fuel, and fertilizer 

prices. Food prices have risen sharply, contrib-

uting to food insecurity. In September 2022, the 

year-on-year consumer inflation rate for food was 

66 percent in Sri Lanka, 36 percent in Pakistan, 

and about 8 percent in India, Bangladesh, and 

Nepal. The inflation in Pakistan and Sri Lanka is 

attributed mainly to macroeconomic instability 

Table 1  Annual GDP and agricultural GDP growth in South Asia

Country

2019 2020 2021 2022

GDP growth
Ag GDP 
growth GDP growth

Ag GDP 
growth GDP growth

Ag GDP 
growth GDP growth

Afghanistan 3.9 17.5 -2.4 5.9 -20.731 -2.8 NA

Bangladesh 7.9 3.3 3.4 3.4 6.9 3.2 7.2

Bhutan 4.4 1.3 -2.3 4.6 -3.3 2.1 4.0

India 3.7 5.5 -6.6 3.3 8.7 3.0 6.8

Maldives 6.9 -7.5 -33.5 7.1 37 -0.6 8.7

Nepal 6.7 5.2 -2.4 2.4 4.2 2.8 4.2

Pakistan 3.1 0.9 -0.9 3.9 5.7 3.5 6.0

Sri Lanka -0.2 0.5 -3.5 -1.4 3.3 2.5 -8.7

South Asia 3.8 4.8 -4.8 3.4 8.1 3.0 6.4

Source: GDP growth data are from the International Monetary Fund’s World Economic Outlook (2023); agricultural GDP growth data are from 

the World Bank’s World Development Indicators (2023).

Note: NA indicates data not available.
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and mismanagement, especially the sharp deval-

uation of their currencies, and the fertilizer ban in 

Sri Lanka.

NATURAL DISASTERS

Climate change is another significant threat. 

Diverse geophysical settings and climatic con-

ditions make the region vulnerable to various 

environmental shocks.9 Natural calamities, many 

related to climate, have become increasingly fre-

quent over the past two decades (Figure 2), with 

a corresponding increase in the numbers of peo-

ple affected in many countries. Several extreme 

weather events occurred in 2022, compounding the 

other shocks to the region. Record-breaking heat-

waves in Afghanistan, Bangladesh, India, southern 

Nepal, and Pakistan posed serious threats to life, 

livelihoods, and economies.10 In Pakistan, severe 

droughts followed by devastating floods inflicted 

major damage on agricultural production. These 

back-to-back catastrophes affected approximately 

33 million people. Economic losses are estimated 

at US$15 billion, and the country’s GDP declined 

by about 5 percent.11 Pakistan’s federal and provin-

cial authorities are now working with local, national, 

and international partners to manage massive relief 

efforts across the country.

Afghanistan suffered two major earthquakes in 

2022 that affected about 9,000 people. In response, 

the government allocated $11.3 million for dis-

bursement to the affected population, including 

the injured and households that lost family mem-

bers. Adding to this misery, Afghanistan suffered 

a drought that affected 80 percent of the country, 

and production of wheat declined as a result of the 

2022 La Niña occurrence, which stressed the coun-

try’s water resources, adding to food insecurity.

India is prone to many major natural hazards, 

and in 2022 recorded a broad range of extreme 

weather events that caused more than 3,000 human 

deaths and 60,000 animal deaths, and damaged 

2 million hectares of crops. Erratic monsoon rains 

led to increased food price volatility, threatened 

households’ inflation expectations, and compli-

cated monetary policy management.12

Bangladesh, too, is extremely vulnerable to 

natural disasters. In 2022, its northeastern region 

suffered a devastating flashflood that affected 

about 7.2 million people. Timely and appropri-

ate crisis response is increasingly important amid 

continuing climate change, as yields for rice, vege-

tables, and wheat are expected to decline by 5 to 

6 percent by 2050.13

Other countries in the region are likewise at 

risk. Nepal is at high risk of earthquakes. Sri Lanka 

experiences a high incidence of disasters relative 

to its small size and concentrated economic activi-

ties, with average annual disaster-related losses of 

$50 million, affecting some 500,000 people.

South Asian countries are learning from past 

disasters to improve responses. For instance, in the 

aftermath of the 2004 tsunami in India, the 2005 

Enactment of Disaster Management Act sought 

to minimize future losses by integrating disaster 

management measures at all levels of gover-

nance, including national, state, and district-level 

authorities. In addition, an Early Warning System 

for Tsunamis in the Indian Ocean was estab-

lished by the Indian government in 2007 to issue 

advance warnings in coastal areas, which could 

reduce impacts of future disasters.14 Similarly, 

timely policy initiatives taken by the Government of 

Bangladesh after the devastating floods in 1998 — 

including enabling private sector participation in 

grain markets and enhanced public investments 

in agriculture — have helped respond to subse-

quent shocks.15 The relatively low death toll and 

low incidence of waterborne diseases after flash-

floods in Bangladesh in 2004 reflect the efficacy of 

the country’s disaster preparedness and response 

capabilities, and people’s ability to manage and 

recover from disasters. These efforts have borne 

fruit and therefore, despite the frequency of natu-

ral disasters in South Asian countries, governments 

in these countries have been able to respond to 

recent shocks more effectively than in the past.

POLITICAL INSTABILITY AND CONFLICTS

Political instability and violence also threaten food 

security in the region. Since their independence, 

many South Asian countries have experienced 

political instability caused by civil wars and ethnic 

and sectarian conflicts. As a result, a sizable num-

ber of people have been displaced.
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Figure 1  Undernourishment and severe food insecurity in South Asia

A. PREVALENCE OF UNDERNOURISHMENT

B. PREVALENCE OF SEVERE FOOD INSECURITY

Source: Data from FAOSTAT, accessed Jan. 2023. https://www.fao.org/faostat

Note: The prevalence of severe food insecurity is an estimate of the proportion of the population that resides in severely food-insecure households. The 

assessment is conducted by using data collected with the Food Insecurity Experience Scale (see Chapter 2) or a compatible experience-based food secu-

rity measurement questionnaire. A household is classified as severely food insecure if at least one adult has reported several of the most severe experiences 

described in the FIES questions, such as being forced to reduce the quantity of food, skipping meals, and going hungry due to lack of resources. Measures for 

severe food insecurity are not reported for India.
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Figure 2  Natural disasters in South Asia, 1980–2022

A. FREQUENCY OF NATURAL DISASTERS ACROSS COUNTRIES

B. TRENDS IN TYPES OF NATURAL DISASTERS

Source: Data from EM-DAT, accessed January 2023. https://www.emdat.be/
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Afghanistan has been affected by the Taliban 

insurgency and other forms of violence for 

decades. The political crisis after August 2021 

led to a sharp economic contraction (Table 1), ris-

ing food insecurity, and an increase in poverty.16 

The Rohingya crisis continues to pose serious 

challenges to Bangladesh's government, in col-

laboration with various international agencies, in 

coping with the enormous influx of refugees that 

has made Cox’s Bazar the world’s largest refugee 

camp. Additionally, violence resulting from the 

government crackdown on the opposition party 

in December 2022, ahead of a major rally, further 

added to internal disruptions in Bangladesh.

Nepal has a long history of political unrest, but 

a new constitution, drafted in 2015, established a 

federal structure in the country, fostering renewed 

hope for greater political stability, social cohesion, 

good governance, and sustainable development.

Sri Lanka faces a volatile political situation, exac-

erbated by the country’s unsustainable debt and a 

severe balance-of-payments crisis. With declining 

economic growth and increasing poverty, political 

and economic instability are expected to continue.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR 
FOOD CRISIS RESPONSES

A combination of short- and long-term measures 

are required to tackle food system crises in South 

Asia. These include:

	■ Identification of vulnerable households and 

groups (women, children, the elderly, and dis-

abled persons) to provide them adequate 

support. The current food shock could be used 

as an opportunity to strengthen social safety 

nets, and targeted food consumption subsidies 

could be explored to gradually replace broader 

food consumption subsidies.

	■ Promotion of intraregional trade, including 

removal of recently adopted protectionist poli-

cies, given that trade within South Asia is quite 

limited compared with other regional blocs.

	■ Increasing production by improving small-

holders’ access to modern technologies and 

inputs — especially for women and other dis-

advantaged groups — including facilitating 

access to fertilizers, promoting crop diversifi-

cation, and boosting innovative technologies 

and approaches.

	■ Stepped-up investment in customized 

climate-resilient agriculture for longer-run 

sustainability, which can be supported by repur-

posing existing agricultural support.

	■ Long-term systematic preparedness to mit-

igate disruptions in food systems, including 

strategic and resilient food security programs. 

Other South Asian countries could gain valu-

able insights from India’s National Disaster 

Management Authority and One Nation 

One Ration Card and from Bangladesh’s 

National Action Plan for Food Security and 

the effective implementation of its Food 

Friendly Programme.

Beyond these measures, South Asian coun-

tries should align with international development 

agencies for funding support to build resilience 

in the agrifood system. They should also develop 

a long-term strategic framework to address the 

macroeconomic mismanagement in Pakistan and 

Sri Lanka, conflict in Afghanistan, and the refugee 

crisis in Bangladesh, and establish a continual effort 

to improve governance.
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Amid a global recession and the Russia-Ukraine 

war in 2022, East and Southeast Asian coun-

tries have experienced setbacks on their path 

toward meeting the Sustainable Development 

Goals (SDGs). Nonetheless, the region’s trade 

and financial positions have been relatively unaf-

fected as yet by the war, compared with much of 

the world. For 2022, economic growth is expected 

to average 3.8 percent in East Asia and 5.0 percent 

in Southeast Asia.1 Threats remain, however, as 

climate-related disasters, the pandemic, economic 

slowdown and protectionism, and their nested 

repercussions are unlikely to ease in the short term 

and could further disrupt the region’s food systems 

in 2023.2 Yet intraregional integration has contin-

ued to deepen, which can be expected to bolster 

the region’s resilience to crises, and the UN’s 2030 

Agenda calls on countries in the region to collabo-

rate in creating a globally competitive, integrated, 

resilient, and inclusive food system that will be bet-

ter positioned to weather future crises.3

DISRUPTED PROGRESS TOWARD 
ENDING POVERTY AND HUNGER

Despite some economic recovery in 2022, prog-

ress toward achieving SDGs 1 and 2 — No Poverty 

and Zero Hunger — has been disrupted. Across the 

region, there are huge disparities in food and nutri-

tion status, which have increased in recent years. 

In East Asia, a rise in severe food insecurity in 2020 

was reversed in 2021; in Southeast Asia, both the 

absolute number and the percentage of people 

facing severe food insecurity increased in 2020 

and 2021 (Figure 1). These trends are reflected in 

the Global Hunger Index for 2021, where East Asia 

scored well but Southeast Asian economies over-

all fared worse. In 2022, Myanmar, Cambodia, and 

the Philippines had the highest rates of insufficient 

food consumption among member states of the 

Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN).4

On a more positive note, the incidence of pov-

erty and the number of poor in East and Southeast 

Asia (except China) in 2022 are projected to return 

to the levels that were forecast pre-COVID-19, 

although progress has been fragile. Low-income 

households (and especially women, children, and 

the elderly) are vulnerable to the food and energy 

price increases caused by global supply chain dis-

ruptions and the recent war.5 The cost of a healthy 

diet rose in both subregions between 2019 and 

2020, and inflation may have put healthy diets even 

further out of reach in 2021 and 2022.6 Moreover, 

no country in either subregion is on track to meet 

the targets for curbing adult obesity or anemia in 

women of reproductive age.7

KEY VULNERABILITIES AND RESPONSES

COVID-19 PANDEMIC
For more than three years, the repeated COVID-19 

shocks have affected demand, supply, and trade in 

the region’s food systems.8 Widespread vaccina-

tion in the region and major economies elsewhere 
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has allowed East and Southeast Asian govern-

ments to gradually shift their policy focus from 

managing pandemic disruptions to supporting 

post-pandemic recovery.9 As pandemic-related 

restrictions were gradually lifted in 2022, many 

Southeast Asian economies began to revive. 

Recovering international tourist arrivals are 

expected to help countries such as Thailand and 

the Philippines recapture lost revenue along with 

jobs in food services and many other sectors.10 

China began loosening its pandemic policies in 

late 2022 and is increasing its pro-growth stance. 

Despite recent challenges in the public health-

care system as COVID-19 cases rose, its economy 

is expected to return to buoyant growth in 2023 as 

a result of reopening and possible policy stimulus, 

with positive impacts on global value chains.

Among ASEAN member states, disparities in 

income and access to public services between 

rural and urban areas and between men and 

women worsened during the pandemic, suggest-

ing that low-income and marginalized households 

(such as informal employees, migrants, and 

rural populations) will be more susceptible to 

long-term setbacks and inequalities during recov-

ery (for example, lower savings and scant access 

to credit and jobs). Addressing these dispari-

ties will require a more inclusive financial system 

in the wake of the pandemic.11 In addition, many 

East and Southeast Asian governments increased 

unsustainable measures, such as environmental 

deregulation, in response to the pandemic dis-

ruptions.12 Coordinated action to reinforce food 

system resilience in the face of climate change 

and biodiversity loss is essential for sustainable 

post-pandemic recovery.

To cushion the socioeconomic impact of 

COVID-19, most nations provided “rescue pack-

ages” (such as in-kind food distribution, cash 

transfer programs, and expanded social protection) 

along with targeted measures to support domes-

tic food production and consumption. For example, 

in Thailand, where two-thirds of laborers work in 

the informal sector, the government responded to 

the outbreak in 2020 with fiscal packages designed 

to support small and medium enterprises (SMEs), 

Figure 1  Headcount and prevalence of severe food insecurity

Source: Adapted from World Bank, East Asia and Pacific Economic Update, October 2022: Reforms for Recovery (Washington, DC: 2022).
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farmers, and informal employees outside the social 

security system.13 Across the region, measures 

that aimed to sustain the food supply and protect 

producers included increased agricultural input 

subsidies and distribution, price support through 

procurement and regulation, new programs stimu-

lating local food production and short value chains, 

and broad-based rural development policies.14 For 

example, Malaysia allocated about US$225 million 

through the Bank Negara Malaysia Agrofood 

Financing Scheme to improve agricultural produc-

tivity and encourage local food production, with 

approximately $4.5 million earmarked to train more 

small farmers in using digital technologies.15

CLIMATE CHANGE
Myanmar, the Philippines, and Thailand remained 

among the countries deemed most at risk by the 

Global Climate Risk Index in 2021.16 China experi-

enced a mix of record-breaking heatwaves, severe 

drought, and heavy rainfall in 2022, causing a 

decline in its annual grain yields (relative to pro-

jections based on prior-year trends), although the 

country has sufficient domestic reserves to buf-

fer the impact on food supplies.17 But as global 

warming worsens, the adverse impacts of extreme 

weather events on food security will rise, far out-

weighing the potential increase in output of some 

crops due to warmer temperatures.18 On the con-

sumption side, the demand for food (especially 

animal-source foods, maize, and soybeans) is 

increasing as a result of population growth, rapid 

urbanization, and rising household incomes. The 

region’s reliance on conventional approaches to 

agricultural productivity growth (for example, its 

synthetic nitrogen fertilizer application rates are 

among the highest in the world) will make shift-

ing to low-carbon development of the sector 

challenging.19

Many countries in the region have not yet 

set agriculture-specific targets for greenhouse 

gas emissions, though Viet Nam has commit-

ted to reducing its emissions by 20 percent 

every 10 years and is building its capacity for 

measuring, reporting, and verifying farm-level 

emissions.20 To improve agricultural productivity 

within the bounds of sustainability, many coun-

tries have supported climate-smart agriculture 

technologies and practices, including capacity 

building, climate-resilient crops, planting calen-

dar adjustments, and more efficient machinery. 

For example, the China Weather Index Insurance 

Project offers digital insurance that has shown 

promise for stabilizing the income of small-scale 

farmers facing losses from natural disasters.21 

A cross-country review of experiences with 

scaling out location-specific climate-smart agri-

culture models in ASEAN recommends starting 

with knowledge sharing, then mainstreaming the 

tested interventions into government policies, and 

finally sustaining efficiency with proper market 

strategies.22

ECONOMIC UNCERTAINTIES
The Russia-Ukraine war has had only modest direct 

impacts on food systems in East and Southeast 

Asia compared with other regions. Deepened intra-

regional trade and value chain participation, stable 

rice production and inventories in the region, 

and relatively limited wheat consumption in the 

Southeast subregion are important factors account-

ing for this resilience. However, the widening 

impact of the war and global inflation, along with 

climate change, have been driving food and liveli-

hood crises in the region. No country has escaped 

recent food inflation, with food insecurity of most 

concern in countries highly dependent on food and 

agricultural input imports. The rapid rise in fertilizer 

prices (especially nitrogen and phosphates) — 

induced by the war in Ukraine, reduced fertilizer 

production in the European Union, and a con-

traction in fertilizer production and exports from 

China — has raised concerns about the region’s 

food security and potential systemic economic cri-

ses.23 On the other hand, Viet Nam and Thailand 

are projected to increase rice exports in 2023 in 

response to strong demand.24

Many governments in the region increased sup-

port to agricultural production and even restricted 

exports in an effort to tame domestic pressures 

on food and fuel prices during the pandemic. 

However, those short-term measures (mostly pub-

lic policy support through price controls and trade 

barriers) distorted markets and disrupted the trend 

toward green production and dietary diversifi-

cation (Figure 2). Further price inflation affecting 
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agrifood commodities is likely to increase the bud-

getary costs of agricultural input subsidies and 

food price controls, limiting governments’ scope 

for further policy support in agriculture. Based 

on evidence from Thailand, cash transfers to vul-

nerable groups are recommended as a more 

cost-efficient alternative to price interventions for 

supporting food security.25 With differing govern-

mental capacity (fiscal positions) to sustain fiscal 

buffers, the agrifood sector in the Philippines, 

Thailand, and Malaysia may be most at risk from 

reduced agricultural input subsidies and food price 

support.26

INTEGRATION FOR THE FUTURE

Considering growing fiscal deficits, food inflation, 

and debt, substantial work is needed to put the 

region’s agrifood systems on track toward resil-

ience and sustainability, especially in a gloomy 

global economic environment.27 Several major inte-

gration frameworks can help build resilience for the 

region’s future. The 2020 ASEAN Comprehensive 

Recovery Framework highlights the development 

of climate-smart agriculture and the need to boost 

agro-rural productivity. The 2021 Global Call to 

Action for a Human-Centered Recovery, from 

the International Labour Organization, provides 

a framework for proposed actions within ASEAN 

member states. The ASEAN-China Joint Statement 

on Enhancing Green and Sustainable Development 

Cooperation, also announced in 2021, is expected 

to expand actions to move food systems toward 

the SDGs. In addition, the Regional Comprehensive 

Economic Partnership (RCEP), which came into 

force at the beginning of 2022, could galvanize 

regional integration and enable ASEAN member 

states and their East Asian partners to better man-

age a complex array of food system crises and build 

resilience for the future through a multilateral trad-

ing system.

Figure 2  Public policy support to agriculture, 2010–2020 average

Source: Reproduced from World Bank, East Asia and Pacific Economic Update, October 2022: Reforms for Recovery (Washington, DC: 2022).
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T he countries of Latin America and the 

Caribbean (LAC), like most of the world, have 

been affected by multiple economic, health, 

and geopolitical shocks in recent years, all add-

ing to the damage from more frequent extreme 

weather events. This section reviews major impacts 

from these crises, which have varied across the 

LAC region, reflecting the wide variation in national 

economies, and offers recommendations for reduc-

ing the impact of future shocks.

Historically, the region’s economies have been 

substantially affected by global commodity cycles, 

which drive high economic volatility; in fact, the 

variability in the per capita growth rate in LAC is 

about double that of East and South Asia (although 

lower than in sub-Saharan Africa and the Middle 

East and North Africa). Economic volatility in turn 

has exacerbated the negative economic and social 

consequences associated with LAC’s large income 

inequalities (LAC and sub-Saharan Africa are the 

two regions with the highest levels of inequal-

ity). On the positive side, democratic governance 

is more common in LAC than in other developing 

regions. However, the combination of economic 

volatility and inequality has affected the quality of 

democracy and the functioning of governments.1

Figure 1 illustrates the critical role of commod-

ity cycles for Latin American economies, beginning 

with the high commodity prices and economic 

growth during the 1970s, when income per capita 

grew at about 3.7 percent per year. This was fol-

lowed by the drop in commodity prices and the 

“lost decade” of the 1980s, when average GDP 

growth was negative (−0.6 percent from 1981 to 

1990). The most recent commodity cycle began in 

the first half of the 2000s, with commodity prices 

peaking around 2011 and then declining until 

2021. Between 2000 and 2011, regional per cap-

ita income grew at about 2.0 percent per year but 

slowed to 0.4 percent from 2012 to 2019. The poor 

economic performance led to social protests in sev-

eral countries, despite their different ideological 

orientations. This weakened democratic gover-

nance, causing a full breakdown in some cases, and 

contributed to the emergence of authoritarian gov-

ernments and mass migrations in countries such as 

Venezuela. The index of democracy, calculated by 

the Economist, dropped more than 5 percent for 

the region between 2008 and 2021.2

Thus, when the COVID-19 pandemic hit in 

2020, many countries in LAC were struggling with 

both low economic growth and weakened gov-

ernments. Countries responded to the pandemic 

with restrictions on mobility and a range of health 

and income support measures, financed by fis-

cal and monetary expansion. As a result, the LAC 

region experienced the largest increase in the 

debt-to-GDP ratio among developing regions (it 

rose from 68.4 percent in 2019 to 77.8 percent 

in 2021 for LAC’s group of emerging markets 

and middle-income developing countries).3 

Notwithstanding the pandemic policy responses, 

the region, with only about 8 percent of the world’s 

population, suffered about 30 percent of global 
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deaths. Income per capita fell by about 7.5 percent, 

more than any other developing region. LAC was 

particularly vulnerable to the pandemic for several 

reasons, including its high level of urbanization, sig-

nificant income inequality (which also limits access 

to high-quality health services), the informality of 

labor markets, the prevalence of obesity, and the 

economic stagnation that preceded the pandemic.4

Agricultural production (including forestry 

and fishing) fared better in 2020 than other eco-

nomic sectors, due in part to government support 

to the sector and to the fact that food production 

and distribution were considered essential activ-

ities during the pandemic by most countries, and 

so faced fewer mobility restrictions. But the deep 

recession in 2020 that affected demand, plus sev-

eral climatic events (from hurricanes in Central 

America to droughts in South America), kept sec-

toral growth low. Agriculture sector growth was 

only 0.5 percent in 2020 and 1.2 percent in 2021, 

compared to more than 3.0 percent worldwide in 

both years.5

In 2021, the region enjoyed a strong economic 

rebound (up 5.8 percent over 2020), but GDP per 

capita remained below pre-pandemic levels. At the 

same time, prices of many products were increas-

ing due to a significant acceleration of world 

growth (2021 saw the highest per capita growth 

of any year in the period since 1960), the linger-

ing effects of COVID-19 in logistics chains, and the 

effects of heatwaves and droughts in a number 

of agricultural countries. Then, in February 2022, 

the Russian invasion of Ukraine caused a further 

surge in the prices of food, fertilizers, and energy. 

Although those prices have declined since the ini-

tial shock, they remain above pre-pandemic levels.

Poverty and nutrition indicators followed the 

path of the most recent commodity cycle, and 

then were affected by the pandemic and the war. 

Economic growth in the upward phase of the com-

modity cycle, supported by the expansion of social 

assistance policies in LAC, helped to reduce the 

percentage of poor people (at US$3.65 PPP/capita/

day) from almost 27 percent of the population in 

2000 to about 11 percent in 2014–2015. However, 

the poverty rate stagnated until 2019, when growth 

declined in the downcycle.6 Although processed 

household survey data is not available for all coun-

tries in LAC after 2019, extrapolation from those 

countries with data suggests that the pandemic 

Figure 1  GDP growth per capita and real price of commodities

Source: Based on data from the World Bank’s World Development Indicators and Commodity Prices database.
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may have raised the regional poverty rate to 

14 percent in 2020. Because of the closing of the 

economy and the nature of many women’s jobs in 

the service sector, women were more affected than 

men by some of the pandemic-related problems — 

for example, they were 44 percent more likely than 

male workers to lose their jobs.7

Similarly, undernourishment and hunger (lack 

of calories) tracked the commodity and growth 

cycle, with rates declining from almost 11.0 percent 

of the population in 2000 to 5.3 percent in 2014 as 

the cycle peaked. The hunger rate trended some-

what higher until 2019, when it reached about 

6.7 percent, and then rose to 8.0 percent in 2020 

and 8.6 percent in 2021 as a result of the pandemic 

and the related economic slowdown, with the high-

est rates in Haiti, Central America, and Venezuela. 

There are no estimates as yet for 2022.

The most recent data also show that about 

22.5 percent of LAC’s population cannot afford a 

healthy diet (2020),8 and indicate a rising trend in 

obesity and related noncommunicable diseases. As 

of 2016, 24 percent of the adult population of LAC 

was obese, close to the 27 percent found in the 

United States, Canada, and Europe, and well above 

the world average of 13 percent. Of course, these 

poverty and malnutrition problems vary across 

LAC: Haiti and several countries in Central America 

are more affected by hunger, poverty, and lack of 

access to healthy diets, but suffer less from obesity, 

while obesity is more prevalent in countries such as 

Argentian, Chile, and Uruguay, and different con-

figurations of those problems exist in between.

All LAC countries have been affected by these 

macroeconomic, political, health, and climatic 

shocks over the past decade, but the effects have 

been more devasting for some than others. Haiti 

in particular has borne the brunt of a calamitous 

combination of climate and natural disasters with 

political, economic, social, and health crises in 

recent decades. In the past two years alone, its 

president was assassinated, and the island was hit 

by an extremely damaging earthquake of 7.2 mag-

nitude followed by another of 5.3 magnitude a few 

months later.9

POLICY CONSIDERATIONS

As the current crises play out, their negative 

impacts on malnutrition and poverty are likely 

to be aggravated by the tightening of global fis-

cal and monetary policies, which is leading to a 

Figure 2  Undernourishment across LAC, 2000–2021

Source: Data from FAOSTAT (2022).
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slowdown in the world economy. Moreover, the 

extreme weather events already inflicting dam-

age in the region are projected to intensify in the 

near future.10 To prepare for and address these 

threats, LAC governments must confront a num-

ber of short- and medium-term challenges, bearing 

in mind that the application of policy responses 

will have to be fine-tuned to each country in view 

of the region’s complexity and the large varia-

tion between lower- and higher-income countries’ 

human, financial, and innovation capacities.

Manage fertilizer use. Global fertilizer prices 

remain high, despite falling from their peak in 

April 2022. In the short term, special efforts are 

needed from LAC governments and the pri-

vate sector to ensure adequate supply and more 

efficient use of fertilizers, along with a technolog-

ical shift toward new fertilizers and management 

practices with lower greenhouse gas emissions. 

Countries should organize public-private work-

ing groups to monitor fertilizer markets and help 

ensure their supply.

Manage commodity and economic cycles. While 

commodity cycles are inevitable, governments 

need to manage them better by saving in the 

upcycle to be able to provide economic support 

in the downcycle. The international community 

can help by (1) supporting debt relief through 

improved mechanisms for debt restructurings and 

write-offs,11 (2) increasing the capital of multilateral 

development banks and optimizing the use of their 

balance sheets, so they can expand lending, and 

(3) using scarce international development funds 

more strategically to leverage and mobilize the vast 

liquidity in global private capital markets, orient-

ing those markets toward larger humanitarian and 

developmental objectives (for example, by making 

better use of the Special Drawing Rights issued by 

the International Monetary Fund12).

Invest in science, technology, and innovation to 
address climate change. The increasing frequency 

of extreme weather events requires a greater 

investment in science, technology, and innova-

tion to develop and scale up critical measures for 

adaptation, resilience, and mitigation. Agriculture 

in general, and particularly in developing coun-

tries, is an important part of the solution to climate 

change, given its triple potential role of reducing 

emissions through climate-smart practices; contrib-

uting to mitigation by capturing CO2 through more 

efficient agriculture and landscape management; 

and increasing sectoral resilience and adapting to 

worsening climate and weather conditions. Most 

of the LAC countries should invest more in agri-

cultural R&D, given that current R&D expenditures 

in many countries fall below the suggested min-

imum of 1 percent of agricultural GDP. The need 

for scaled-up investments in science and technol-

ogy applies to the whole food value chain and the 

consumer environment as well. In this regard, it 

has been suggested that investments in science, 

technology, and innovation should reach at least 

1 percent of all GDP related to food systems, not 

just agricultural GDP.13

Improve health systems. The pandemic has high-

lighted the need for more effective health systems. 

LAC and the rest of the world are adjusting to a 

situation in which the COVID-19 virus and its vari-

ants are endemic. With vaccines, testing, and 

the development of better treatments, the dis-

ease now seems manageable. However, the future 

will bring new epidemics, which will require not 

only strengthening LAC’s health systems but also 

improving global surveillance and rapid-response 

mechanisms.14 In particular, a “one health” 

approach to the interaction of human and animal 

health in food systems, which has been the source 

of many recent pandemics, must be supported by 

strong science and technology investments.

(Re)Build human capital through social safety 
nets and nutrition programs. Finally, human 

capital in LAC, as in other developing regions, has 

been affected by the nutritional problems associ-

ated with insufficient and less-healthy diets as well 

as setbacks caused by the pandemic, including 

the gap in education for the current generation 

of students and the weakening of job skills due 

to long unemployment periods for some working 

people. All these problems must be addressed to 

improve welfare and long-term growth. In particu-

lar, it will be necessary to scale up and reevaluate 
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the design of social safety nets and nutrition pro-

grams in the region, with the goal of reducing 

the high levels of inequality and increasing resil-

ience to future crises. A promising option for LAC 

countries is to expand the focus of cash-transfer 

programs in rural areas to combine social, produc-

tive, and environmental dimensions of sustainable 

development — with a percentage of cash trans-

fers related to poverty levels; another share to 

cover the additional cost of implementing sus-

tainable adaptation and mitigation technologies; 

and another for forest, biodiversity, and other eco-

system protection and restoration services. More 

generally, it would be beneficial to establish a 

framework for social inclusion, in both rural and 

urban settings, with multidimensional programs 

including social safety nets, livelihoods and jobs, 

and financial inclusion.15

Further, given that cash transfers or vouchers 

are already being used for both temporary human-

itarian programs that respond to recurring crises 

and expanded permanent social assistance pro-

grams, integrating those programs into what has 

been called “shock-responsive social assistance” 

could offer a way forward (see Chapters 3 and 5). 

In addition, the series of negative shocks in recent 

years has led to many humanitarian programs 

operating on a near-permanent basis. This has cre-

ated strong networks of institutions — national and 

international, public and nongovernmental — with 

significant experience and operational capa-

bilities on the ground that could be integrated 

within long-term national strategies developed by 

elected authorities.

CONCLUSION

The LAC region has experienced significant eco-

nomic and political volatility, exacerbated by 

extreme climate events and natural disasters. 

Several policy measures — related to macro-

economic and financial issues, climate change, 

health, and social interventions — have been 

recommended here to address the short- and 

medium-term challenges generated by those 

shocks. LAC countries are now burdened by 

pandemic-related increases in debt and face a 

host of preexisting economic and social problems 

as well as the threat of climate-related disasters. 

To tackle the current challenges and prepare for 

likely future shocks, they will need substantial finan-

cial support from international organizations to 

implement the policies that will put them on a path 

toward greater stability, equality, and resilience.
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2023 GLOBAL 
FOOD POLICY REPORT
RETHINKING FOOD CRISIS 
RESPONSES
RECENT SHOCKS TO GLOBAL AND NATIONAL FOOD SYSTEMS — INCLUDING CONFLICT, DISEASE, AND CLIMATE-
RELATED DISASTERS — HAVE HIGHLIGHTED THE PRESSING NEED FOR MORE PERMANENT AND EFFECTIVE RESPONSES 
TO WIDE-REACHING, OFTEN PROTRACTED FOOD CRISES. The 2023 Global Food Policy Report looks at the continuum of 
interventions to address crises, from early warning systems and anticipatory action to policies that increase the resilience 
of vulnerable populations and agrifood value chains over time. The report emphasizes a set of policy options that can 
improve our immediate response to crises and shift the longer-term approach toward building food system resilience to 
ensure food security for all. IFPRI researchers and colleagues address the central challenges to strengthening our responses 
to food crises:

	■ How can the world respond effectively to more 
frequent and damaging shocks and crises in our 
food systems, from natural disasters to conflict 
to pandemics?

	■ How can early warning systems provide more 
timely and actionable alerts for policymakers and 
food system actors, and how can they contribute to 
preventive and early action when a crisis is forecast?

	■ What forms of humanitarian aid and anticipatory 
action can reduce the impact of crises and promote 
longer-term resilience, including in fragile and 
conflict-affected places?

	■ What characteristics of agrifood value chains and 
supportive policies can make them more resilient 
and adaptable amid disruptions that threaten 
food supplies?

	■ How can social safety nets that provide in-kind and 
cash transfers be made “shock-responsive” to support 
more immediate and widespread coverage of at-risk 
populations when there is a food crisis?

	■ How can we ensure that crisis responses address 
the outsized risks faced by women and girls, 
especially in conflict-affected settings, and help to 
reduce inequalities?

	■ Can policy adjustments reduce the challenges of 
forced migration and contribute to longer-term 
benefits and resilience for migrants and for the 
sending and hosting communities?

	■ What threats pose the greatest risk of food crises 
in Asia, Africa, and Latin America, and what policy 
options are most promising for reducing the impact of 
future crises?

For more information about the 2023 Global Food Policy Report:  gfpr.ifpri.info
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