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In the MENA region, according to official data, around 10.5 million people have 
been infected with COVID-19, and 200,000 people have died. The pandemic was 
an additional slap in the face for a region already confronting long-standing cri-
ses and conditions in which the RtFN is systematically challenged and violated. 

Protracted crises – perpetuated by conflict, occupation, and war – have generat-
ed a range of near famine-like conditions. Particularly Yemen, Syria, and Pales-
tine are afflicted by ongoing emergency conditions. Yemen, which is now facing 
year seven of the Saudi-led war and conflict, is considered the world’s worse hu-
manitarian crisis: it continues to face severe food blockades and resulting food 
price increases and widespread famine. Several household staples have more 
than doubled in price between February 2016 and October 2020. 80% of people 
rely on food aid, and humanitarian agencies currently face a funding gap of US$ 
405 million to ensure operations. Some fear that drops in foreign assistance may 
persist for years, as wealthier donor countries increasingly focus on supporting 
their own populations.

Syria has been entrenched in conflict for over 10 years now, and an estimated 
60% of the population face food insecurity as a consequence. Many people have 
been and continue to be displaced internally or migrate as refugees primarily to 
bordering Lebanon and Turkey. Prior to 2011, Syria used to produce sufficient 
wheat for national consumption. Bread is a critical staple in the country, in par-
ticular for low-income groups. However, the conflict continues to disrupt bread 
production, including through the systematic destruction of bakeries, resulting 
in plunging availability and soaring prices. Furthermore, the difficulties in pro-
curing wheat as well as the Syrian currency depreciation have significantly con-
tributed to a situation of food insecurity across the country. Compounded by the 
effects of the COVID-19 pandemic, an estimated additional 4.5 million people 
have become food insecure in 2020.

Since 2019 Lebanon has been in the throes of a financial meltdown, as a result of 
long-term mismanagement of national finances and public debt by national and 
international actors. This collapse has been met with calls from the street to re-
form political structures, which favor the elite and wealthy. The Lebanese pound 
has been set at 1,500 to the US$ for over two decades. In 2021, the financial crisis 
reached new peaks as currency continues to collapse, moving to 15,000 to the dol-
lar in spring 2021. On average, food items today cost about five times as much as 
in 2019. With many people already facing economic hardship, unemployment, as 
well as the high amount of refugees in the country, including more than 850,000 
Syrians, the price of food and market instability will continue to have an enor-
mous impact on food security for many people across the country.

2  Additional information for this chapter was provided by the North African Network for Food Sovereignty and the Union of Agricultural Work 
Committees (UAWC). 

https://systems.jhu.edu/research/public-health/ncov/
https://www.wfp.org/countries/yemen
https://docs.wfp.org/api/documents/WFP-0000128080/download/?_ga=2.134622577.1042232014.1623068670-2078309198.1623068670
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/2021%2004%20WFP%20Syria%20External%20Situation%20Report%2004%20-%20April%202021.pdf
https://www.hrw.org/news/2021/03/21/syria-bread-crisis-exposes-government-failure
https://www.wfp.org/countries/syrian-arab-republic
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-lebanon-crisis-economy-idUSKBN2B929I
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2021/4/12/infographic-how-much-do-everyday-items-costs-in-lebanon
https://www.siyada.org/en/
http://www.uawc-pal.org/
http://www.uawc-pal.org/
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COVID-19 related market restrictions, including closure of weekly markets, an-
nual fairs, and food stalls, have made it difficult for farmers across the MENA 
region to sell and receive adequate prices for their produce.3 Pastoralists in coun-
tries such as Mauritania have suffered from movement restrictions and border 
closures, as these impede them from moving with their animals in search of fod-
der and water. 

Years of dispossession and violent repression together with the 15-year Isra-
el-imposed blockade on the Gaza Strip have long impacted the local economy 
and food system. The onset of the pandemic has only made matters worse. In 
the early months of the pandemic many crops in Gaza had to be destroyed, as 
markets were not functioning normally and farmers had no way of selling their 
produce. Increased trade restrictions and disruptions throughout occupied Pal-
estine impacted their ability to import needed agricultural inputs and to export 
Palestinian produce. Emergency measures also forced farmers to sell their goods 
at nominal prices, causing them to lose income or stop farming altogether, creat-
ing a shortage of some essential foodstuffs in Gaza. Farmers also faced increased 
difficulty in accessing their farmland, a combination of pandemic-related move-
ment restrictions and restrictions imposed by occupying Israeli forces around 
the buffer zone on Gaza’s perimeter. Fishers reported that the recent heat wave 
coupled with lockdown restrictions resulted in limited access to the sea and re-
duced catches. Those who were still at sea after curfew were impeded to return 
to the shore until the next morning. 

May 2021 witnessed eleven brutal days of rocket fire and airstrike exchanges be-
tween Israel and Palestinian armed groups leaving more than 250 dead and thou-
sands injured, the majority of whom live in Gaza. In a statement, 
the Palestinian Ministry of Agriculture stated that the loss-
es of the agriculture sector due to the ongoing Israeli 
offensive on Gaza reached $17 million as the Israeli 
strikes directly targeted dozens of agriculture fa-
cilities and storehouses for agricultural inputs. 
Farmers in the Gaza Strip, who have been the 
backbone of the local food system’s sur-
vival and resilience, faced grave threats 
to their lives and livelihood, as they were 
unable to access their lands and work. Is-
raeli airstrikes targeted civilian buildings 
and infrastructure and damaged the only 
coronavirus testing facility in Gaza, after 
a nearby residential building was struck, 
severely jeopardizing the already bleak 
health infrastructure in Gaza, and threat-
ening the lives of many Palestinians who are 
battling the pandemic. 

3 English version of study by North African Network for Food Sovereignty and TNI forthcoming  
(August 2021).

https://bit.ly/2TA1mY0
https://bit.ly/2TA1mY0
https://news.un.org/en/story/2021/05/1092372
https://news.un.org/en/story/2021/05/1092372
https://www.middleeasteye.net/news/gaza-covid-ceases-operations-israel-strike
https://www.middleeasteye.net/news/gaza-covid-ceases-operations-israel-strike
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During protracted crises, and even more so during the COVID-19 pandemic, peo-
ple living in these fragile situations consistently report that local agricultural pro-
duction has been a saving grace. In occupied Palestine, both government and 
local CSOs distributed seeds in addition to food aid as a way to encourage home 
gardens, which they know facilitate access to healthy food. 

During the pandemic, a factor that has significantly aggravated food insecurity 
has been the high dependency on food imports, especially staple grains. Follow-
ing the collapse of the global price of oil, this has been particularly hard on oil 
exporting countries. Given their dual dependency on international markets (for 
revenues and for food imports), oil-exporting countries such as Algeria have been 
particularly vulnerable to market disruptions. Food exporting countries, which 
are dependent on revenues from these exports, have equally been vulnerable to 
disruptions in global supply chains. The crisis has also laid bare the vulnerabili-
ties caused by dependence on imported commercial seeds. As noted by the Asso-
ciation of Tunisian Farmers: 

“many farming sectors were vastly vulnerable to foreign dependency; most seeds 
are imported from abroad and are genetically modified, which is no secret, and 
which exposes us to the risks of losing those seeds in times of crisis, that is, after 
we had lost our own original seeds we are now incapable of supplying seeds due 
to the disruption of trade routes.” 

As in other regions, the closure of schools deprived millions of children of their 
school meals, which as the main meal of the day, considerably contribute to their 
nutrition. In this sense, school closures exacerbated the economic burden of poor 
households. Moreover, the closure of schools and multiple other public services 
has translated into an increase in care work in the home, which has fallen on 
women and on many girls who have had to help their mothers with household 
chores. In addition to the above, in countries such as Morocco, services to assist 
women victims of domestic violence have been closed. 

Across the region unemployment spiked during lockdown: most people who did 
not work did not receive an income. Following the general trend, it was a hard 
blow for the vast informal sector to bear. Women have been particularly affected 
by job loss, adding to the already higher unemployment rate and lower pay – close 
to 80% less than men – of women. Already harsh working conditions of women 
agricultural workers and traders have further deteriorated amid COVID-19, due to 
mobility restrictions and the shutting down of food stalls amongst other factors. 

Another group particularly impacted by the COVID-19 crisis and its socio-eco-
nomic impacts are migrants and refugees. The region is vast, and hosts refugees 
from Sub-Saharan Africa as well as from countries within the region, primarily 
Syria, Palestine, and Iraq. Constituting up to 40% of the work force in the Arab 
region, they are at the forefront of ensuring the provision of essential services, 
including food production, yet they are the most at risk of both infection and 
of loss of livelihood opportunities. Mobility restrictions have left many migrant 
workers stranded in host countries, where they often lack food and access to es-
sential services, including clean water and health services. They are more likely 

https://www.worldbank.org/en/region/mena/publication/mena-economic-update-trading-together-reviving-middle-east-and-north-africa-regional-integration-in-the-post-covid-era
https://www.worldbank.org/en/region/mena/publication/mena-economic-update-trading-together-reviving-middle-east-and-north-africa-regional-integration-in-the-post-covid-era
http://www.fao.org/3/ca8778en/CA8778EN.pdf
http://www.fao.org/3/ca8778en/CA8778EN.pdf
https://bit.ly/2TA1mY0
https://bit.ly/2TA1mY0
https://www.unicef.org/mena/media/8681/file/Joint%20statement%20on%20nutrition%20in%20the%20context%20of%20the%20COVID_Final.pdf%20.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/mena/media/8681/file/Joint%20statement%20on%20nutrition%20in%20the%20context%20of%20the%20COVID_Final.pdf%20.pdf
https://www.annd.org/english/itemId.php?itemId=886#sthash.mR30glHA.YXXjNkJa.dpbs 
https://www.annd.org/english/itemId.php?itemId=886#sthash.mR30glHA.YXXjNkJa.dpbs 
https://unsdg.un.org/sites/default/files/2020-07/sg_policy_brief_covid-19_and_arab_states_english_version_july_2020.pdf
https://www.arab-reform.net/publication/tunisia-covid-19-increases-vulnerability-of-rural-women/
https://unsdg.un.org/sites/default/files/2020-07/sg_policy_brief_covid-19_and_arab_states_english_version_july_2020.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---arabstates/---ro-beirut/documents/publication/wcms_764756.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---arabstates/---ro-beirut/documents/publication/wcms_764756.pdf
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to work in the informal sector as daily wage workers or in temporary jobs with-
out social protection, and hence are more vulnerable to job and income loss, 
and acute hunger and malnutrition as a result. Job loss often also implies loss 
of residence permit and risk of deportation. Migrant domestic workers – largely  
women – have suffered much hardship, including house confinement in the 
homes of their employers, which has increased their exposure to domestic  
violence and sexual abuse. 

 In the Arab region, 55.7 million people were in need 
of humanitarian assistance in 2020, 26 million of 

whom are forcibly displaced. Limited access 
to water means that 74 million people have 

not been able to maintain hygiene meas-
ures against the virus and are at high 

risk of infection.  

https://unsdg.un.org/sites/default/files/2020-07/sg_policy_brief_covid-19_and_arab_states_english_version_july_2020.pdf
https://unsdg.un.org/sites/default/files/2020-07/sg_policy_brief_covid-19_and_arab_states_english_version_july_2020.pdf

