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Food systems in the Arab 
region are failing to meet 

food security, poverty 
reduction, and 

sustainability goals
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• Poverty is one of the highest 

predictors of food insecurity.

• Poor mother and child nutrition 

have long-lasting effects in the 

lives of the poor. Children 

experiencing food insecurity are 

more likely to suffer from 

cognitive and health issues 

leading to lower educational and 

professional outcomes, and thus 

perpetuating poverty and 

inequalities across generations.

• Lack of access to resources, 

(including water and land) can 

hinder sustainable agricultural 

practices and excludes vulnerable 

communities.

• Lack of income can force people to 

resort to unsustainable practices like 

overfishing or deforestation.

• Vulnerable communities often have 

less resources for climate change 

adaptation.

• Environmental degradation leads to 

loss of rural livelihoods and lower 

food production.

Inequalities perpetuate food 

insecurity, poverty and 

environmental degradation 

vicious cycles



© Copyright ESCWA. All rights reserved. No part of this presentation in all its property may be used or reproduced in any form without written permission
Inequality in the Arab Region: Food Insecurity Fuels Inequality. ESCWA Publication: E/ESCWA/CL2.GPID/2023/3



© Copyright ESCWA. All rights reserved. No part of this presentation in all its property may be used or reproduced in any form without written permission

Inequalities producing and importing food

• The Arab region produces less than half of the food it consumes. Due to physical and environmental 

constraints, most countries are and will likely remain dependent on global food markets.

• Agriculture represents a higher share of GDP in poorer countries, and they are often less able to

invest in climate change mitigation measures and less able to compensate reduced agricultural

production by increasing imports.

• The share of people employed in agriculture: Somalia (80%), Sudan (38%), compared to UAE

(1%) and Bahrain (1%).

• Ratio of food imports over total merchandise exports: Somalia (409%), Yemen (225%); Qatar

(4%) and UAE (5%).

• The Arab region has one of the most inequal farm size distributions in the world:10% of farms holds

60% of agricultural area.

• There are big gender inequalities in land ownership, with low proportions of female landholders.



© Copyright ESCWA. All rights reserved. No part of this presentation in all its property may be used or reproduced in any form without written permission

Inequalities accessing to food
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Evolution of GDP per capita and PoU since 2001 
in the Arab Region

Prevalence of undernourishment GDP per capita

Within countries, poorer populations spend less on 

food in absolute terms, but food represents a higher 

share of their income than for the wealthy. In Egypt 

in 2020:

• Food expenditures represented 40.55% of the 

poor's budget, compared with 13.37% for the 

rich. 

• Meat expenditures by the wealthy were higher 

than poor households’ total expenditure, 

including healthcare, education, and rent.

Increases in wealth in the last decades have not 

translated into reductions of undernourishment. 

Inequality dynamics can result in economic benefits 

not reaching the lower deciles of the population, 

keeping undernourishment levels stagnant. 
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Vulnerable populations are more susceptible to shocks, experience more damage when the shock

happens, and have fewer resources to recover. This process exacerbates existing inequalities,

making the poorer countries and households poorer as a result of shocks.

• CLIMATE SHOCKS: The Arab region is one of the most affected areas by climate change. This disproportionally

affects poorer countries with lower resources to adapt their agricultural systems and to poorer farmers, who depend

mainly on rainfall. Shocks from extreme weather events are being experienced and are likely to worsen in the

upcoming years.

• ECONOMIC SHOCKS: The increase in food and oil prices following the war in Ukraine led to currency devaluations

and depletion of foreign reserves in food importing countries. Higher food prices disproportionally impact the poor,

who spend a higher share of their income on food.

• POLITICAL SHOCKS AND CONFLICT. The Arab region is one of the most fragile and crisis-affected regions in the

world. Food insecurity and conflict are in a mutually reinforcing cycle, pouting poor households and displaced

populations are at particular risk of food insecurity.

Inequal ability to recover from shocks
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Reducing inequalities in food systems can have 
important effects at alleviating poverty and 

improving environmental sustainability.

Potential actions:

▪ Adopt a food systems approach to understand drivers and vulnerabilities and enable the 

development of resilient food systems at national and household levels.

▪ Empower small-holder farmers: ensure access to agricultural inputs, financing and training; 

support inclusive value chains promoting fair prices for farmers; empower females in 

agriculture.

▪ Ensure equitable access to natural resources, including land.

▪ Implement agroecological farming practices.

▪ Targeted interventions for vulnerable populations: school meals for low-income children; 

targeted cash transfers or food assistance following a crisis; promote maternal, infant and 

young child nutrition.

▪ Promote regional solidarity and exchange of good practices.
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