




42      Food in an uncertain future Food in an uncertain future     43

Climate risks to food security in MENA are 
serious, and amplify other natural and human 
risks. 
The nature of climate risks – their diversity, 
uncertainty, and potential to shock different parts 
of the food system – makes them a useful lens 
to explore weaknesses and blind spots in current 
evidence and decision-making. As an example, this 
paper contrasts the attention on climate risks to food 
production and availability with a lack of knowledge 
about climate risks to food access, stability and 
utilisation. 

Climate change and climate extremes will expose 
vulnerabilities and exacerbate existing problems 
in entire food systems, from production to 
consumption.
Addressing climate risk also offers opportunities to 
address broader systematic issues, vulnerabilities 
and problems in food systems. This not only reduces 
climate risk and food insecurity, but can help address 
broader sets of related challenges such as poverty 
and political risk. 

A broader perspective on food security and 
climate risks is needed. 
At the national level, greater focus is required on 
food access, use, and stability. For poor rural people, 
issues of production are critical for income and food 
availability. A twin strategy is needed to:

-  improve access, stability and use components of 
food security, with particular attention to the needs 
of poor, marginalised and vulnerable social groups; 
and 

-  improve the production, yields, and incomes 
and livelihoods of rural producers, with particular 
attention to small-scale, poor and marginal 
producers. 

5. Options for building resilience and reducing risk 

Options for building 
resilience and 
reducing risk

5
Key points for policy makers
• Mainstreaming climate risk in food systems 

will also help address underlying weaknesses 
and vulnerabilities from a wide ranges of 
sources, including global market risks, 
supply and distribution risks, and economic 
and financial risks. Addressing risks in food 
systems will help manage broader social, 
economic and political risks that can be 
exacerbated by widespread food insecurity. 
Reducing climate risk in food systems is an 
opportunity to strengthen food security and 
broader development outcomes.

• Essential components of climate resilient food 
systems are likely to include climate-proofed 
food logistics and supply chains, reducing 
post-harvest losses, policies and mechanisms 
reducing impacts of food price volatility on 
consumers, strengthening access to health 
care, clean water and sanitation, and improving 
the targeting and modalities of safety nets 
and social protection measures. Underpinning 
these measures is climate resilient, inclusive 
economic growth offering sustainable jobs and 
economic opportunities to the poor. 

• Agriculture will require adaptation investments 
to increase productivity, and is likely to  
become more focused on areas of comparative 
advantage. Policies should support the 
resilience and choices of poor rural food 
producers as they respond to changing risk, 
whether they invest in agricultural adaptation 
or leave agriculture entirely to adopt new 
livelihoods. Drought management and poverty 
reduction efforts should be targeted at the 
most vulnerable poor food producers in remote 
marginal environments.
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Government policies can reduce the sensitivity 
of food prices in local markets to volatility in 
international markets. 
Maintaining food reserves and managing exchange 
rates, tariffs and subsidies can all reduce the volatility 
of prices in food importing countries. In the past, 
efforts by MENA countries to dampen transmission 
of global food prices onto domestic markets have 
had mixed success (Ianchovichina, 2014). Between 
2006 and 2010, food prices in Egypt, Iraq, West Bank 
and Gaza, and UAE responded quickly and strongly to 
changes in global food markets, squeezing the urban 
poor. Good macroeconomic management, providing 
government with enough resources to buy food on 
international markets when prices are rising, may 
become even more important in a context of climate 
change and increased climate extremes. 

Social safety nets and the provision of basic 
services should target the poorest, most food 
insecure and vulnerable people. 
People in remote rural areas and rapidly growing and 
informal urban areas have the greatest challenges in 
accessing safety nets and basic services. Addressing 
the needs of these communities is likely to require 
both more resources and reforms in policies and 
systems but are likely to provide benefits towards 
increased social stability. Food subsidy programmes 
in most MENA countries could be further enhanced  
to better meet the needs and targeting of the poor. 
Options such as cash transfers and smart cards can 
strengthen access to food, help with targeting, both 
for expanding and contracting support, and smooth 
the impact of price shocks (Holmes & Bhuvanendra, 
2013). Here in particular, monitoring trends and 
using early warning or alert systems to allow 
timely, effective and transparent decision making 
represents important elements of a strengthened 
risk management system. Ensuring access to 
clean water and sanitation will be a key factor in 
the utilisation and safety of food as temperature 
extremes and competition over water both increase, 
particularly in urban areas. 

Improve the yields, income, and 
choices of poor food producers
Adaptations in agriculture will be important for 
maintaining productivity. While projected yield 
losses appear large, modern history suggests that 
countering these impacts is at least technically 
possible – after all, the global production of grains 
such as wheat, maize and rice almost tripled 
between 1960 and 2010 (Godfray et al., 2010). 
Adoption of new agricultural techniques, selecting 
crop varieties for drought and heat tolerance, 
and improving the management of agricultural 
water use are likely to benefit yields. Technologies 
promoting water efficiency, such as drip irrigation, 
will be important but must be tailored to specific 
hydrological and institutional contexts (see e.g. 
Jobbins et al., 2015).

Focus on comparative advantage in agriculture. 
Maintaining and increasing yields in the face of 
climate change will be technically possible. The real 
question is the extent to which modes of production 
will be financially feasible. By 2030 agriculture in 
MENA will not meet all internal demands for food. 
Nor should it aim to. Importing cereals, oilseeds, and 

Strengthen food systems and 
economic development for all
Climate change most threatens those who are 
already food insecure. 
Rural and urban poor people unable to find, afford, 
or safely consume food predictably are already 
living in risk, and are vulnerable to climate impacts 
on food systems. Those living in remote rural or 
informal urban areas under-serviced by markets and 
public services are particularly at risk. Reducing their 
sensitivity to climate shocks on food systems is a 
combination of: 

- climate-proofing food logistics and supply chains;
- reducing food prices volatility for consumers;
-  strengthening safety nets and access to basic 

services; and
-  building climate resilient economies that offer jobs 

and economic opportunities to the poor. 

Managing climate risk requires a broader view of 
risks to the food system, rather than a piecemeal 
approach based on subsectors or supply chain 
links.  
Many risks can be managed by improving general 
efficiency in supply chains. As food systems and 
supply chains in MENA countries develop, there 
will be opportunities to improve efficiency, reducing 
both financial costs and post-harvest losses. There 
are different challenges to maintaining the food 
supply chains of different MENA countries – some 
countries have bottlenecks in ports, while others 
have inefficient inland transportation systems 
(Ianchovichina, 2014). Embedding climate risk 
management throughout the food supply system 
could help reduce long term costs and increase 
efficiency, for example by minimising the impact 
of heat extremes on post-harvest losses in food 
storage and distribution. Climate risk management 
should also mitigate the potential for cascading 
impacts, where risks to key bottlenecks in the food 
supply system result in widespread consequences 
– e.g. the impact of a flash flood on a major port or 
storage facility.  

Investments in the wider economy should 
consider climate risk and climate impacts on 
employment and income. 
Economic growth which provides a large number of 
unskilled and semi-skilled jobs is key to improving 
the incomes and food security of poor people. 
Climate adaptation in the broader economy that 
protects jobs is therefore important to ensuring 
the food security of employees and their families. 
Managing the economy’s sectoral composition, 
discouraging investments that lock-in increasing 
vulnerability, and incentivising investments in 
climate adaptation can all help manage climate risks 
to the economy and employment. However, climate 
risk management needs to be pro-poor, as some 
climate adaptation options could have distributional 
impacts on poverty and food security. Adaptation 
that reduces or changes patterns of labour, either by 
replacing labour with capital assets or by changing 
the seasonality or timing of labour inputs, can all 
reduce climate risk of a business or sector but 
increase poverty and food insecurity.

5. Options for building resilience and reducing risk 5. Options for building resilience and reducing risk 
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Improving access to markets, finance, goods, 
services, and technical knowledge will help small 
producers step up. 
Producers able to access credit, new crops and 
technologies, information, and markets are better 
able to invest and adapt to changing conditions. 
In many countries, long-term under-investment in 
agricultural extension means that the state may not 
be prepared to lead implementation in these areas. 
Alternatives include non-governmental organisations 
that work with farmers to test new technologies, 
establish reliable climate services for farmers and 
other end-users, provide health care to livestock, 
and offer credit, and commercial farms and private 
sector organisations that support small producers in 
accessing markets. 

Helping small producers step out requires 
measures to protect their rights and enable them 
to make the best decisions for their families. 
Policies and supporting measures should be in place 
to assist small producers who wish to step out of 
agriculture. These measures should protect the 
rights of small producers, and ensure that they are 
able to maximise their assets in searching for new 
opportunities and transitioning to new livelihoods. 
Ensuring rural populations have access to education 
programmes, recognised and protected land rights, 
and to credit, services and markets will all assist with 
stepping out. 

Improving women’s rights, land tenure and water 
governance will strengthen resilience. 
In many rural communities men have migrated to 
find off-farm work. This has contributed to significant 
feminisation of agriculture in countries such as 
Jordan, Libya, and Syria, but without necessarily 
changing the political or institutional power of 
women (Abdelali-Martini & Dey de Pryck, 2014). 
Women farmers in MENA find it more difficult to 
access credit, state services, and land and water 
management institutions, hindering the ability of 
female-headed households to hang-in, step up, or 
step out. Improvements in gender inclusion, and 
improved recognition of land and water rights, are 
likely to be key to strengthening the resilience and 
adaptive capacity of rural communities in MENA.

5. Options for building resilience and reducing risk 

animal feed will be cheaper than local production. 
Instead, farming can focus on high value perishable 
produce for the rapidly growing cities and export to 
Europe during the winter. Pastoralism – a system 
traditionally adapted to drought – will remain an 
important source of animal products, but will 
increasingly rely on purchased animal feed and 
proactive drought management to manage climate 
risks. 

Small, poor producers in remote, marginal 
environments will be particularly vulnerable to 
climate change and extremes.
Food producing households have three broad types 
of responses to climate risk and new economic 
opportunities (Dorward et al., 2009):

-  Hang-in: maintaining existing activities to survive in 
the face of difficult circumstances; 

-  Step up: investing in existing activities to increase 
returns, such as adopting new technologies and 
crop varieties, acquiring new land, and other 
adaptations; and

-  Step out: where existing activities are used 
to accumulate assets as a basis for investing 
in alternative, often non-agricultural or urban 
livelihoods.

The ability of producers to choose between these 
three strategies depends on their assets, supportive 
policies, and access to markets, appropriate services, 
and information. 

Reducing drought risk will be critical in assisting 
small producers to hang in. Historically, drought 
management in MENA has been responsive, 
focused on emergency measures. These crisis-driven 
approaches have been criticised for being slow to 
mobilise and for underwriting unsustainable practices 
(Karrou & El Mourid, 2008). Reducing drought risk 
requires anticipatory approaches that protect critical 
productive assets and reduce the drought sensitivity 
of livelihoods. Social protection mechanisms can 
support such anticipatory measures and limit asset 
liquidation and debt accumulation during crises, 
particularly when combined with risk transfer 
programmes, such as crop insurance.   
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Conclusions

Climate change presents risks to the whole food system, from production through distribution and to 
consumption. However, climate change should not divert attention from fundamental food security and 
development objectives, and achievement of the Sustainable Development Goals. Instead, mainstreaming 
climate risk management into food systems can help address underlying vulnerabilities, weaknesses, and 
risks from other sources.  By seizing the imperative to adapt, the challenge of climate change can be an 
opportunity to reform and strengthen food systems and food security, and also the human security, stability, 
and longer term sustainable development of the region as a whole. 

By 2030 climate change in MENA will be 
noticeable. Summer temperatures will be 
1-2C warmer on average, and heat waves 
will be more common and more intense. 156 
million people were affected by drought in 
MENA between 2000 and 2010, and by 2030 
severe droughts are likely to be more common 
in the Mediterranean area, particularly in the 
Maghreb. 

1

 Climate risks to the food security of poor rural 
producers can be reduced by helping them:

a.  cope with droughts through improved 
programmes that anticipate and reduce 
the impact of shocks and help affected 
people recover quickly;

b.  increase farm productivity and income 
despite increasing temperatures and 
water stress, by improving access to 
appropriate techniques and technology, 
and to markets, services, and financing; 
and

c.  diversify away from agricultural 
production and adopt new livelihood 
activities.

5

 Climate risks to the food security of poor 
food consumers, particularly those in informal 
urban areas and remote rural areas, can be 
reduced by:

 a.  addressing climate vulnerabilities in 
employment and income, such as 
impacts on infrastructure and labour 
productivity; 

b.  increasing access of the poor to social 
protection systems resilient to food price 
volatility; and 

c.  improving food safety, including food 
storage and provision of improved water 
and sanitation. 

7

 Most people will not be directly affected by 
climate risks to domestic agriculture. Their 
food security is much more closely linked 
to systemic risks such as changes in global 
markets, and how well their governments 
respond to shocks such as global food price 
volatility due to widespread harvest failure. 
Poor consumers in remote rural areas and 
rapidly growing informal urban areas are 
likely to be most vulnerable, due to low 
incomes and access to markets, and weak 
provision of basic services. 

6

Looking at food security through a 
climate change lens adds to the calls for 
governments to improve risk management 
in general. In particular risks related to food 
import dependencies can be reduced to 
ensure food is accessible to poor people. 
Enhancing social safety net infrastructure 
must remain a priority to address the needs 
of the most food insecure people. 

8

Already vulnerable and food insecure 
populations are a particular group of concern, 
as they are likely to be more susceptible to 
climate impacts. However, climate change is 
just one dimension of change that will affect 
people’s food security by 2030. Economic 
change will drive employment, income, 
and people’s ability to purchase food. Rapid 
urbanisation will change patterns of what 
food people eat, and how and where they 
get it. Protracted crises, conflict, and the 
fragility of states may also drive migration 
and patterns of food insecurity. By 2030, 
without reform of water management, higher 
competition for water is likely to severely 
affect poor people, with implications for their 
food production and food safety. Climate 
change will interact with other these other 
transitions, resulting in changing patterns of 
vulnerability and food insecurity.

2

More attention is needed on climate risks to 
access, stability and utilisation dimensions 
of food security. These are complex and less 
well understood than risks to food production 
and availability, but in MENA, are at least as 
important. Ensuring access to affordable and 
nutritious food for all people should be at the 
centre of efforts to improve food security. Poor 
farmers have a specific set of risks, as their 
ability to purchase food depends on income 
from crop yields that may be affected by 
climate impacts. However, the food security of 
an increasing majority of people is conditioned 
by factors such as food prices, not the 
availability of food. 

3 Strengthening supply chains, including 
supporting integrated systems of food 
storage, distribution and retail in MENA will 
offer significant opportunities for managing 
climate risk and reducing post-harvest losses. 
Ensuring cold storage and refrigeration of 
food during heat extremes and reducing 
risks at bottlenecks in exposed storage and 
transport infrastructure could all reduce 
vulnerabilities to the food security of large 
numbers of people.

9

 By 2030 farmers of some crops in certain 
regions will see changes in temperatures and 
precipitation affect crop yields. Droughts will 
have more frequent and widespread impacts. 
Those with fragile farming systems unable to 
cope with higher levels of risk will be most 
affected. Small producers in remote areas 
of marginal lands – particularly uplands and 
drylands – are most vulnerable to climate 
risks due to fragile natural resources, low 
incomes, limited access to markets and 
government services, and the risk of being 
caught in poverty traps. 

4
Support is needed for action by a 
broad range of stakeholders, including 
governments, international organisations, 
academia, civil society, and the private 
sector. Finance and political leadership is 
required for making specific investments 
and reforms, and also for long term 
strategic planning and ensuring cross-
sectoral coordination. Different sources 
of finance will be needed, including from 
the private sector and mechanisms for 
international climate adaptation finance. 
The Sustainable Development Goals 
provide an important framework for these 
streams to come together and strengthen 
the food security of the most vulnerable 
and at risk populations in the MENA region.

10
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