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Introduction

When discussing the food security of North Africa, it
is important to be aware that food security can be

achieved at two levels – national aggregate food security
and individual food security. The former exists when a
nation has adequate food supplies to feed its population,
either via domestic production, food imports, food aid or
some combination of these. Individual food security exists
when all individuals in a country have access to adequate
food. National food security is necessary but not sufficient
for individual food security in that a nation may have
adequate national food supplies but they may not be
accessible to all individuals – if for example they are tied up
in centrally located national grain silos or if individuals
cannot afford to buy food. In the past domestic policy
makers in developing countries have sometimes focused
excessively on national food security with strategies such
as strategic grain reserves but have failed to achieve
individual food security in their countries. The focus on
individual food security was strengthen by Amaytra Sen’s
famous analysis of famines (Sen 1981) in which he used
the demand-side concept of “entitlements” to food. Sen
argued that individuals need entitlements to food and this
will depend, amongst other things, on their income and
assets. Hence, there can be individual hunger and famine
even when food supplies are adequate. Sen’s analysis
showed that it is not just the supply side of food that is
important but also demand side factors in ensuring
individual food security. 

Another way of expressing the importance of both supply
side and demand side factors is the “three As” – Availability
of food, Accessibility of food and Affordability of food.
Related to this is the definition of food security adopted by
the World Food Summit in Rome in 1995 and now
generally accepted by most international organisations as
a working definition:  

“Food security exits when all people, at all times, have
physical, social, and economic access to sufficient, safe

and nutritious food which meets their dietary needs and
food preferences for an active and healthy life.”

Since the early 1970s there has been a steady growth of
food demand in the North Africa region stimulated by
rapid population growth and urbanisation and changing
patterns of food consumption based on rising incomes
that favour higher valued foods. Ecological constraints
on food production in North Africa, however, are severe,
with shortages of both arable land and water. As a result
of these demand and supply factors, North African
countries are forced to import a large percentage of their
total food requirements. Most Arab countries in the
broader Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region now
import at least 50% of the food calories they consume
and the region is the largest importer of cereal in the
world. The North African dependence on food imports is
projected to increase in the coming two decades, with
the greatest increase of all MENA countries predicted for
Egypt. The recent food price shock and the projected
increased reliance on food imports mean that North
African governments have become acutely aware of the
vulnerability caused by reliance on global food markets to
meet domestic demand.



This chapter is designed to provide a greater understanding
of food security in North Africa from a political economy
perspective. Section 2 presents an analysis of the
current food security status of the six North African.
Section 3 looks at the impact of the 2007/08 food 
price shock on the macro economy, on the welfare of
households and individuals and on the politics of the
region. Section 4 assess the short–term response of
Governments to the shock and questions the sustainability
of such responses. Section 5 looks at the longer term
options for achieving sustainable food security and 
food sovereignty in the region and discusses the policy
implications of such options and the potential role of 
the international donor community in helping to design
and implement such strategies. Section 6 concludes.     
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These vulnerabilities were displayed in terms of the
adverse socio-economic and political impact of the global
food price shocks on the North African economies. The
sharp rise in the price of food imports contributed 
to macroeconomic problems such as rising inflation,
widening trade deficits and fiscal strain as governments
tried to cushion the effects of higher food prices. The
failure to prevent transmission of increased global food
prices to increased domestic food prices in the region also
meant that local populations suffered from increasing living
costs which contributed to poverty, under-nutrition and
other negative social welfare effects. This in turn seems to
have acted as one of the trigger factors contributing to the
political uprisings in 2011 in countries such as Tunisia,
Egypt and Libya, popularly known as the “Arab Spring”. In
addition to the domestic political implications, a heavy
reliance on food imports brings with it geo-political
considerations. Global food markets are thin, in the sense
that only a small proportion of total global food production
is actually traded on international markets. As a result, five
major suppliers, Argentina, Australia, Canada, the EU and
USA, account for 73% of the world’s traded cereals. This
means that access to cereal imports for the North African
states is contingent on good geo-political relations with
these major suppliers. 

The recent global food price shock combined with the
political upheaval in North Africa, provides an opportune
moment for the North African countries, along with the
international community, to take stock of the food
security status of the region and to reappraise food
security strategies in countries like Egypt, Tunisia, Libya,
Algeria, Morocco and Mauritania. There are already
signs that governments in the region are doing this and
are becoming less willing to rely so heavily on food
imports as the route to food security. Consequently, the
concept of “food sovereignty” is gaining currency in the
region, whereby nation states secure greater control and
power over their sources of food, and adopt strategies
that are not just dictated by international market forces.
This is leading to two new approaches to food security
– land acquisition in third party countries to secure direct
access to food supplies which by-passes international
food markets and a renewed emphasis on domestic
food production in the North African countries
themselves.



The Food Security Status of North Africa 
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I t is often argued that MENA – and its North Africa sub-
region – are among the most food insecure regions in the

world. This characterisation is based on the region’s heavy
reliance on food imports and the fact that it has the largest
food deficit of any region in the world in terms of cereal 
imports as a proportion of domestic consumption.

However, food imports are only one dimension of food se-
curity and relate to the macro level of national food 
security from a supply side perspective. Other variables that
help determine a region’s food security status include
wealth levels, income distribution, and fiscal position. These
variables differ not only between regions but also between
nations. Libya and Algeria for example are not particularly
vulnerable to global food price shocks as due to their na-
tural resource base, predominantly oil and gas, they have
a sound fiscal position and can afford food imports, as glo-
bal food prices and oil prices traditionally move together.
Their high import dependence however makes them vul-
nerable to quantity shocks such as trade embargoes or ex-
port bans by food exporting countries. Egypt is less
dependent on cereal imports as the country has a strong

food production base, but is fiscally strained making her
vulnerable to global price shocks. Morocco and Tunisia
have both high cereal import dependence as well as being
fiscally strained. However, looking at the micro-level, the 
individual food security is not guaranteed by the countries’
mineral resource endowment.  All of the North African
countries have seen an improvement in their Global Hunger
Indice36 since 1990 and - apart from Mauritania - score well
on the GHI. 

According to various reports37, using the micro level data,
Morocco is the only other country that stands out as 
having a Moderate hunger level. However, once macro
level indictors (such as dependence on food imports and
fiscal position) are introduced to the analysis, all of the
North African countries seem to suffer from food insecurity
problems. Hence, in the remainder of this paper, we pay
particular attention to the macro dimensions of food 
security, including the role of food imports in the region and
the fiscal implications of policies designed to curb the 
impact of rising food import prices on the population of the
North African countries.

36  The GHI measure hunger combining three equally weighted indicators : the proportion of undernourished as a percentage of population, the prevalence

of underweight children younger than five, the mortality rate of children younger than five.
37  World Bank 2009; IFPRI 2010; IFPRI 2012; GHI 2011

Source: Breisinger et al.2012. «Beyond the Arab Awakening» IFPRI Food Policy Report 25.

Figure 1: Food insecurity at the micro and macro
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The Impact of the 2007/08 Global Food Price Shock

The Magnitude of the Food Price Shock

2007 and the first part of 2008 witnessed a massive 
increase in global food prices. Although this was partially

reversed by the end of 2008, early 2011 saw a second
major spike in which prices reached an historic high. 
Figure 3 clearly shows these two spikes in global food
prices.  

Figure 2: FAO Food Price Index

The sharp increase in global food prices since
2007 is due to a number of underlying structural
factors. Rapid population and income growth in
countries such as China, India and the Gulf States
has led to demand-pull price increases for food 
in recent years. Related to this are changing global 
food consumption patterns towards meat – 30 
per cent of world grain now goes to feed animals, but
an acre of arable land can produce 63 kilos of protein
from grain but only 9 kilos of protein from beef. Ano-
ther source of recent increased demand has been the
growth in biofuel demands for land and crops espe-
cially in the USA which accounts for 28 per cent of
world cereal exports. This is in response to record
high oil prices in recent years. High oil prices have
also pushed up the price of food in a more direct way
since oil is an input to fertilisers, pesticides and fuel
for tractors and machinery and also affects transport
costs of food. 

Structural factors on the supply side have also
contributed to the recent increases in food prices.
The thinness of global food markets along with limited
global stocks of food especially in OECD countries 
compared to high levels of the 1980s and 1990s, have
pushed up prices. This has been exacerbated by the 
effects of climate change causing natural disasters in
major producers of food such as the severe flooding in
Pakistan and Australia and droughts in Russia, Ukraine
and Argentina. These supply side problems triggered ex-
port restrictions or bans by major world suppliers, for
example in 2007/08 India and Egypt restricted their rice
exports, and wheat exports and other grain exports
were banned by Russia, Ukraine, Argentina and 
Kazakhstan. Finally, financial trading in agricultural 
commodities has increased dramatically in recent years.
In 2008 $150 billion was invested in index and other
funds for agricultural commodities compared to only $15
billion in 2004. This financial speculation has pushed up
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prices in the last few years and also caused increased
volatility in food prices. The persistence of these under-
lying structural factors means that global food prices are
predicted to remain high in the forseable future, with
Oxfam (2011) predicting that global food prices will 
double in the next twenty years.

The Macro-economic Impact of the Global
Food Price Shock 

At the macroeconomic level the global food price 
increases contributed to inflation in the MENA 
region, with regional inflation increasing more 
than twice the speed of world inflation in 2007/8. It 
also contributed to widening trade deficits in many 
countries. In addition, as governments in the region
tried to cushion the impact of rising global food
prices on their domestic populations, this increased
fiscal strain especially in the resource poor non-GCC
countries. 

Albers and Peters (2011) have analysed the impact of 
rising global food prices on inflation in the Southern 
Mediterranean region (Algeria, Egypt, Israel, Jordan, 
Lebanon, Morocco, Palestine, Syria and Tunisia). They
concluded: “The share of food inflation in total 
inflation in the region has been extremely high at
some points during the price upsurge, as much as
60% and 80%. This shows once more the extent 
to which food inflation had put considerable upward 
pressure on total prices in ENP Mediterranean countries.
” In North African countries, the food price increases in
Mauritania Algeria and Egypt were larger than those 
recorded in Tunisia and Morocco and Albers and 
Peeters speculate that this was due to the fact that the
latter two countries have larger domestic agricultural
sectors.  Although global food prices fell in the second
part of 2008, this decrease was mitigated by a degree of
downward price rigidity in the Southern Mediterranean
countries, which was particularly notable in Egypt were
inflation hardly dropped below 10%38.
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38  Albers and Peters examined downward price rigidity in consumer price inflation in Southern Mediterranean countries, and found that a 10% upward

shock in global food prices leads almost immediately to a 1% increase in CPI inflation, but that a 10% decrease in global food prices has no effect on

these countries’ CPI.  

Figure 3: Food Price Inflation in North African Countries 2000-2009 - Agricultural Trade Deficit for North
African Countries 2000-2009 (US$ million)

Source: FAOSTAT

The Impact on Living Standards and Welfare

The global food price shock of 2007/08 led to a
sharp increase in the consumer prices of food in the

import-dependent North African countries which has
affected the population’s living standards, increased
poverty and made it increasingly difficult for many
to feed their families. Although Government policies,

Algeria

Egypt

Mauritania

Morocco

Tunisia

200520042003200220012000 2006 2007 2008 2009

100

110

120

130

140

150

160

170

180

190

200

-8500

-7500

-6500

-5500

-4500

-3500

-2500

-1500

-500

500

2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009

Algeria

Egypt

Libya

Mauritania

Morocco

Tunisia



such as increasing expenditure on food subsidies, miti-
gated the extent to which the global food price increases
were transmitted to the domestic economy, there was
still a significant degree of food price inflation in the 
region. 

At the microeconomic or household level, rising global
food prices contributed to increased poverty. Indeed, it is
well known that the poor in the region spend between 35
per cent and 65 per cent of their income on food. Hence,
to the extent that rising food prices were transmitted to
domestic consumer food prices the poor were adversely
affected. In addition, in the North Africa region there is a
high concentration of people who are near the poverty line
(just above), such that poverty vulnerability in the region is
high. For example, although less than 3% of the popula-
tion live below the $1.25 per day poverty line in Egypt, Mo-
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rocco and Tunisia, over 12% fall below the $2 per day level
in Tunisia and Morocco with this figure rising to 18.5% for
Egypt. This makes poverty very sensitive to even small
increases in the cost of living, with relatively small
shocks having the potential to tip large numbers into
poverty. Rural landless, marginal farmers and urban
poor are the most vulnerable groups in this respect. 

The impact of rising food prices on poverty has been
exacerbated by the fact that despite registering high
rates of economic growth during the first decade on the
twenty first century, growth has failed to trickle down. In
recent years Rather, in many countries poverty, unem-
ployment and income inequality have worsened over the
past decade. In addition to declining living standards
due to inflation, unemployment is another pressing
problem in North Africa. 

Figure 4: Unemployment Rates in North African Countries, % 2010

Source: Hakimian (2011), Figure 2.

Food Prices and the Arab Spring 

The 2011 political uprisings in North Africa had 
important socio-economic underpinnings. High rates
of unemployment, especially amongst youth, combined
with increasing poverty and inequality, essentially
meant that the old implicit Social Contract between 
regimes and their citizens, whereby autocratic regimes
were tolerated in return for their provision of social 
welfare39 (Richards and Waterbury 2006) was unravelling
(Harrigan and El-Said 2009a,b; Karshenas and Alami
2012). 

It was not just the poor who were affected by rising food
prices. The middle classes, who made up many of those
who took to the streets during the political uprisings 
in North Africa, were also adversely affected. This is 
because on average NA populations spend a much greater
share of their income on food compared to the high in-
come Western economies: in USA the average amount of
income spent on food is only 6.8%, whilst for countries like
Tunisia, Egypt, Morocco, and Algeria it is around 40%. 

The link between rising food prices and political unrest is
not new or unique to the North Africa region. Historically,
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rising food prices have often triggered political unrest.
Attempts to reduce food subsidies under the economic
reform programmes let to riots in Egypt in 1977, Morocco
in 1981, Tunisia in 1985 and Jordan in1989 and 1996.
Recent research at the University of Adelaide has 

provided robust empirical evidence for the causal link
between rising food prices and political unrest (Arezki
and Bruckner 2011)40. The link between food prices and
civil unrest is supported by other theory and empirical
evidence. 

39  This Social Contract has consisted of governments providing populist forms of social welfare such as heavy universal subsidies on food , housing, fuel

and utilities as well as through providing guaranteed jobs with many perks in a bloated public sector.   
40  Arezki and Bruckner examined the effects of variations in international food prices on democracy and intra-state conflict ( data for over 120 countries,

period 1979-2007). They found that for Low Income Countries ‘increases in the international food prices lead to a significant deterioration in democratic

institutions and a significant increase in the incidence of anti-government demonstrations, riots, and civil conflict’. No such relationship was found for High

Income Countries.
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The North African governments responded to both the
2007/08 global food price hike as well as to the

2010/11 global food price increases and the political
unrest of the Arab Spring in 2011 by introducing a variety
of measures designed to cushion the impact of food price
inflation. Measures included increasing public sector
wages, increasing government expenditure on bread
and other food subsidies, reducing tariffs on imported
food items as well as increasing direct cash transfers
to the poor. But these measures placed a heavy fiscal
drain on government budgets and in light of current
fiscal problems in the North African economies, 
the sustainability of these short-term responses is
questionable.

Albers and Peeters (2011) analyse the fiscal implications of
increased expenditure on food (as well as fuel) subsidies
in the immediate aftermath of the 2007/08 global
commodity price increases. They argue that in view of the
relatively high level and extent of pre-existing subsidies in
the Southern Mediterranean region, the impact on public
finances of the commodity price increases has been large
by comparison with other regions. 

For Egypt, Algeria and Tunisia food subsidies as a
percentage of GDP increased during 2007 and 2008,
reaching 1.8% of GDP in Algeria (in 2009) and over 2%
in Tunisia (2008) and Egypt (2009). In Morocco, however
food subsidies as a percentage of GDP fell during the
global food crisis. However, the subsidies - both food

and fuel - as a percentage of current government
expenditure also increased dramatically for all four
countries during 2007 and 2008, particularly in Egypt
where they reached 30.9% of current government
expenditure in 2008, but also in Morocco and Tunisia
where they reached 19.9% and 17.7% in 200841. As
global commodity prices fell in 2009 there was some
easing of the fiscal pressures caused by subsidies
(except in Algeria), but the second peak in global prices
in 2011 brought renewed pressure. 

The governments of the two mineral rich North African
countries, namely Algeria and Libya, did not respond to
the global food price increases of 2007/08, with the
exception of Algeria’s increase in food or energy
subsidies. However, in the face of the 2011 political
uprisings both countries introduced a variety of measures
in an attempt to improve living standards and appease
restive populations – both countries reduced import
tariffs on food, increased subsidies, reduced taxes,
increased public sector salaries and increased social
transfers. By contrast, the mineral poor countries,
namely, Egypt, Morocco and Tunisia were much faster to
act and in response to the events of 2007/08 introduced
measures such as reducing tariffs on food imports,
increasing subsidies, increasing public sector salaries in
the case of Egypt and Morocco, and increasing targeted
transfers to the poor in the case of Egypt. They also
repeated a number of these measures during the political
uprisings of 2011.

Short-term Policy Responses to the Global Food
price Shock 

41  Egypt and Morocco spend more on fuel subsidies than on food subsidies, whilst Tunisia spends more on food subsidies. 
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With the exception of mineral rich Libya, these fiscally
costly measures were undertaken in the context of budget
deficits, with Egypt in particular witnessing a high level of
fiscal stress with a budget deficit of 8.1% of GDP in 2010,
and Morocco also experiencing a significant deficit of

4.2% of GDP. As these North African economies start
to shrink in the face of the adverse economic effects
of the political unrest of 2011, fiscal pressures are
likely to grow and the sustainability of these fiscally
costly measures is questionable.

Reduction
of import 
tariffs

Increase
ofenergy/f
ood 
subsidies

Reduction
of taxes

Increase
of public 
sector
salaries

Increase of
targeted
transfers
to poor

Increase 
of other 
social
transfers

Budget 
balance 
as % GDP

Mineral resource rich

Algeria B A         B B B B -2.7

Libya B B B B B 9.2

Mineral resource poor

Egypt A         B A         B A A -8.1

Morocco A A         B     -4.2

Tunisia A A         B B B -1.2

Table 1: Government Responses to 2007/08 Global Food Crisis and 2011 Uprisings
A = response to 2007/08 global food crisis; B = response to 2011 social unrest.

Source: Breisinger et al 2011.



61

T h e  A f r i c a n  D e v e l o p m e n t  B a n k  G r o u p  i n  N o r t h  A f r i c a  -  2 0 1 3

Strategies

T raditionally there have been three basic ways that
a country can achieve food security at the national

level – via domestic production, commercial food 
imports, or food aid. A strategy relying purely on the first
option is synonymous with national food self-sufficiency
and in the past, policy makers have sometimes wrongly
confused food self-sufficiency with food security. But 
food self-sufficiency is only one route to food security 
and in reality most countries are forced to rely on a 
combination of domestic production and imports, some-
times supplemented by food aid. 

A nation’s approach to food security can combine a wide
variety of strategies and both price and non-price polices
to promote domestic food production. If a trade-based
strategy of food imports is used this can be supported by
policies which promote the production of agricultural 
export crops to earn the foreign exchange necessary for
food imports and/or polices which develop other foreign
exchange earning sectors such as manufacturing and 
services. Both strategies can be supplemented by food
aid. In addition, the MENA response to the 2007/08 
global food price shock has produced a fourth innovative
strategy: acquiring land overseas to directly source food
requirements.

A Longer Term Food Security Strategy for North
Africa   

Figure 5: Food Security Strategies and Policies Source: Harrigan 2005
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At the individual level, households likewise have a
choice between own food production or livelihood 
diversification into other activities with income used
to purchase food in domestic markets. This needs to
be supplemented by adequate social safety net programmes
for households and individuals who would otherwise 
remain food insecure. Such programmes include food
for work, school feeding programmes, targeted food
subsidies, direct cash transfers etc.   

The discussion of future strategies and policies to improve
food security in North Africa is obviously linked to a more
general discussion of the broad development agenda. 
For example, in order to generate the export earnings 
needed to fund food imports there is a need to 
diversify and strengthen each country’s export base.
Economic growth also needs to be inclusive and 
pro-poor and should create employment opportunities
given the region’s high level of unemployment, particularly
amongst youth. This pattern of growth is necessary if food
security is to be achieved at the individual level. As argued
in Section 3.iv. the North African economies have registered
fairly high rates of economic growth over the past decade,
but this growth was neither inclusive nor pro-poor (Harrigan
2011a, Hakimian 2011, Karshenas and Alami 2012). 

This chapter will focus on some of the more specific poli-
cies that could help to directly improve food security at
both the national and household level. The following poli-
cies will be discussed:

• Policies to improve access to and cost of imported
foods

• Policies to improve agricultural productivity, including
food crop production

• Reforming social safety nets 

Before discussing the above policies, we locate them 
within the current debate concerning the food security
strategies for the region.

For the last two decades the orthodox view on food
security strategies for the MENA region, which includes
the North African countries, accepted that food imports
would continue to remain an important component of
the region’s food security strategy. This view was based

on predictions that for Arab countries dependence on
food imports will increase by 64 percent in the next 20
years. The IFRPI IMPACT model (IFPRI 2008) and the FOA
Food Balance Model (FAO 2006, 2008) both predict that
demand for food in the Arab world will grow substantially
to 2030 and their food production will not keep pace, 
leading to increased reliance on food imports, with the
greatest increase in cereal imports predicted for Egypt.
The only other MENA country predicted to decrease its
cereal imports is Morocco (by 17 percent). 

The predicted increased reliance on food imports is due,
on the demand side, to strong population growth, income
growth and urbanisation. On the supply side, low agricultural
productivity growth is predicted for theregion. This is 
largely due to factors relating to natural resource endow-
ments – projections show that by 2050 renewable water
in MENA will fall to an average of 500 cubic meters per
capita and arable land to 0.12 hectares per capita (World
Bank 2009). Climate change is also predicted to reduce
water availability in MENA via reduced rainfall which will 
adversely affect both crop area and yields (Cline 2007).

A predominantly trade-based approach to food security
is advocated by many analyst and international 
organisations. For example, the joint report of the World
Bank, FAO and IFPRI (World Bank 2009) states that the
challenge facing the MENA region is “to find the best ways
to improve food security, whilst recognising that there will
be a continued and increasing dependence on imports.”
This is echoed in the 2008 World Development Report
(World Bank 2008) and by IFPRI (2010a), ESCWA (2010),
Lofgren and Richards (2003), Richards and Waterbury
(2006), FAO (2008), DeRosa (1995), Allan (1998).
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An increased reliance on a trade-based food security 
strategy has implications for future resource allocation in
the MENA region. Within the agricultural sector, international
organisations are advocating a shift away from domestic
cereal, dairy and meat production towards production of
tree crops, vegetables, fruit and semi-arid crops, which
make more efficient use of water and which can be partly
destined for export markets. Hence, within agriculture the
policy advice is to shift away from water intensive food
crops towards more water efficient agricultural exports,
with the foreign exchange earned from such exports 
helping to fund a higher level of food imports. This type of
approach is sometimes known as Virtual Water Trade
(Allan 1998) – whereby water scarce countries should 
import water intensive goods. However, due to price 
distortions in water scarce countries such as trade 
protection, price supports, and subsidized credit, energy
and water, all of which encourage excess water use for 
irrigation, water scarcity currently plays only a small role in
determining global trade patterns (African Development
Bank 2011).

In addition to changing the structure of agriculture 
towards export crops, another strategy is export 
diversification into industrial and manufactures for 
export in order to earn foreign currency to import food.
This should form part of any sensible strategy since 
ecological constraints in the MENA region limit the potential
of agriculture42. As a result of constraints to agricultural 
production, the agricultural sector in MENA contributes
only 12 percent to the region’s GDP yet uses over 80 
percent of water as compared to 4 percent used by 
industry. The extent to which countries will need to rely 
on sectors other than agriculture to help achieve food 
security varies, particularly according to their availability 
of water resources.

In addition, the fact that the region’s exports are 
concentrated, with approximately 70 percent of the 
region’s export earnings coming from oil, exposes the 
region to food security risks via fluctuations in oil prices. 

Lofgren and Richards (2003) argue that in a trade-based
food security strategy, labour-intensive exports can play
a crucial role, not only as a source of foreign exchange
but also by boosting real wages of poor people. Since
the scope for increasing wages and employment in 
agriculture is limited they advocate a focus on manu-
facturing and to a lesser extent services to promote 
pro-poor, labour-intensive, export-orientated growth43. 

Despite the above policy orthodoxy, the recent global
food price increases mean that countries in MENA are
starting to question a reliance on a trade-based food
security strategy. In addition, as new regimes come to
power in North Africa there is a question mark over the 
extent to which they will want to remain reliant on a global
food market dominated by five key players. As a result, 
governments throughout the MENA region are starting to
focus on the concept of “food sovereignty” as opposed
to “food security”, whereby the former includes the political
dimensions of power and control over food supplies (Harrigan
2011b, Harrigan 2012 forthcoming). The desire for sovereignty
over food supplies means that governments are less willing
to rely on international markets for their food via imports. 
Instead, as in the 1970s and 80s (Weinbrum 1984), they
are considering greater levels of domestic food production
as part of their national aggregate food security policies.

Morocco, Egypt and Algeria have all launched new 
initiatives for their agricultural sector in response 
to the global foods crisis of 2007/08, all of which 
emphasise the development of the agricultural sector
as a key route to achieving food security. Morocco
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42  83 percent of land in the Arab MENA receives less than 4 inches of rain annually and among these countries all but Syria, Sudan and Tunisia have over

50 percent of their land classified as desert, waste or urban (Wilson and Bruins 2005).
43  Lofgren and Richards (2003) also argue that it is wrong to conflate national food security with food self-sufficiency in drought prone countries which

characterise North Africa since this wrongly assumes that domestic production is a less risky mode for satisfying domestic demand than is dependence

on international trade. They argue that the empirical evidence shows that cuts in domestic grain supplies due to droughts in MENA are far more significant

than cuts in import supplies due to embargoes.



adopted a strategy to tackle food insecurity in 2008 which
prioritised the agricultural and water sector. Likewise,
Egypt adopted the “Strategy for the Sustainable Agricultural
Development (SADS) towards 2030” (Arab Republic of
Egypt 2011). This new strategy aims is to achieve food
security by modernising Egyptian agriculture and improving
the livelihood of rural inhabitants through the efficient use
of development resources44, the utilisation of geopolitical
and environmental advantages, and the comparative 
advantages of the different agro-ecological regions. The
strategy pursues several strategic objectives, among them
the sustainable use of agricultural natural resources, the
improvement of the competitiveness of the agricultural
products in local and foreign markets, higher rates of food
security in strategic goods, better opportunities for 
agricultural investment and the improvement of the living
standards of rural inhabitants. Algeria has also drawn up
a 5 year programme for agricultural renewal (Government
of Algeria 2011), with the focus being on agriculture 
to achieve “sustainable national food security and 
sovereignty”. The programme has three complementary
components: agricultural renewal; rural renewal; and
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human capacity building and technical support to 
producers. 

Although from a political and strategic point of view, an
approach to food security and sovereignty in North
Africa that emphasises agriculture and domestic food
production may be justified, in that it can help reduce 
vulnerability to international markets and reliance on other
countries, it can come at a high economic cost (Harrigan
2012 forthcoming). The economic costs of such a strategy
vary from country to country, although in general the 
resource endowments of most North African countries are
not well suited to food production, particularly cereal 
production, and their comparative international advantages
lie in other economic activities.

In addition to refocusing on domestic food production,
many MENA countries are moving towards a new and in-
novative food security strategy which involves acquiring
land in water and land abundant third party countries to
directly grow food for the home market. In North Africa,
Egypt and Libya have recently engaged in such activities. 

Table 2: Land Acquisition Overseas by North African Countries

Source: Von Braun and Meinzen-Dick 2009

44  Although Egypt is emphasising domestic food production she has also recently adapted her production strategy to save water and preserve resources.

For example there is a new focus on poultry production rather than beef production and a recent cut in the area planed with rice, all of which is policy

driven. 

Target country Investor 
country

Nature of deal Status of deal Date 
announced/
signed

Date of media
report

Mali Libya Gov. to Gov.
100,000 ha 
secured for rice

Signed n.a. April 09

Sudan Egypt Gov. to Gov.
Land secured to
grow 2 million tons
wheat annually

Signed n.a. June 08

Ukraine Libya Gov. to Gov.
247,000 acres or
hectares secured

Signed Nov 08 Dec 08
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Dependence on food imports has implications for food
security, since reliance on international markets raises
concerns about both price and supply shocks. Recently
the World Bank stated that “Policy-makers need to 
develop a comprehensive strategy that balances the
risks associated with imports with the increasing costs
associated with increasing domestic production”. (World
Bank 2009 p.17).

Within the context of the above debate on appropriate
strategies to achieve both food security and greater food
sovereignty, we now discuss more specific policies which
could help to enhance the food security position of the
North African countries.

Better Integration into Global Food Markets

Even if the North African economies significantly 
increase their domestic food production and/or their
direct access to food via land acquisition overseas,
they will still rely on imports for part of their food 
supplies particularly cereals, with only Morocco pre-
dicted to experience declining demand for imported
cereals over the next twenty years. Hence, there is a
need to introduce measures that will strengthen their 
position in global food markets and reduce their vulnerability
to price and supply shocks. The World Bank/IFAD/FAO
report (World Bank 2009) suggests a number of ways in
which MENA countries could reduce their exposure to 
international market and price volatility for imported foods.
This includes: improving supply-chain efficiency to reduce
cost and improve food distribution; developing virtual
stockpiles of food   to insure al cooperation. These recom-
mendations are echoed in the recent ESCWA report
(ESCWA 2010).

Given that much of the food imported into North
Africa consists of bulky cereals, a large part of the
final cost is due to international and domestic transport,
warehousing and storage costs. Weak performances
in terms of trade development partly due to lack of integration
of border services and inspections, lack of simplified 
procedures for transit freight, the poor state of railways
and roads, inefficient and lengthy border clearance 
procedures, and lack of ability to trace and track consi-
gnments. According to the Logistics Performance
Index (LPI)45, there is considerable scope for Algeria,
Egypt, Lybia and Tunisia to improve their trade 
logistics. This is particularly true for Algeria and Libya
who rank 130th and 132nd out of 155 countries and 
have a LPI below the average for the MENA region as a 
whole as well as below the average for Lower Middle 
Income countries (when they are Upper Middle Income)
and below the East Asia Pacific region. 

The above argument is echoed by Lampietti et al (2012).
They study the Wheat Import Supply Chain (WISC) in ten
Arab countries, which include the North African countries
of Egypt, Morocco and Tunisia, and compare this to the
reference countries of the Netherlands and South Korea.
The WISC covers the supply chain from unloading at the
port to bulk storage at the flour mill (unloading at port,
transport to inland silo, storage at inland silo, transport to
flour mill, and bulk storage at flour mill). For 2009 they
found that the average WISC costs for the ten Arab
countries was $40 per MT of wheat46, which is up to four
times that of the Netherlands, with the highest costs 
recorded by Egypt and the fifth highest by Tunisia. Given
that most of the North African countries will continue 
to rely heavily on grain imports, there is considerable
scope to reduce the cost of imported food by investing

45  The Logistics Performance Index is based on a worldwide survey of operators on the ground (global freight forwarders and express carriers), providing

feedback on the logistics “friendliness” of the countries in which they operate and those with which they trade. They combine in-depth knowledge of the

countries in which they operate with informed qualitative assessments of other countries with which they trade, and experience of global logistics environment.

Feedback from operators is supplemented with quantitative data on the performance of key components of the logistics chain in the country of work. The

LPI consists therefore of both qualitative and quantitative measures and helps build profiles of logistics friendliness for these countries. It measures

performance along the logistics supply chain within a country and offers two different perspectives: International and Domestic.
46  The $40 per MT consisted of: 36% on WISC management; 29% on port logistics; 22% on inland transport and 12% on storage.
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in infrastructure to store and transport food, and generally
improving the management and logistics of food imports.

Countries that rely heavily on food imports, particularly
for grains, can also mitigate against price and 
supply shocks in international markets by holding a
strategic grain reserve which can be used both for
emergency aid during a shock or as a buffer to stabilise
prices. As an alternative to the costly holding of 
physical grain reserves there is scope for countries
to use financial instruments to create virtual stock-
piles of food i.e. by using futures contracts and option
contracts. The United Nations High-Level Task Force on
the Global Food Crisis has recommended that countries
hold food reserves to help stabilise domestic prices, but
it has argued that it would be better to hold regional
stocks or make food reserve agreements. ESCWA (2010
p.91-2) has suggested that Port Said in Egypt could be
one location for a regional food reserve not just for North
Africa but the entire MENA  region. 

It is not just with regard to strategic grain reserves that
there is scope for greater regional cooperation in
North Africa and MENA. As MENA countries are the
single largest group of cereal importers there is potential
for economies of scale via multinational procurement
and MENA countries as a group could do more to 
monitor world and regional cereal demand and supply
to foresee price shocks. Linked to this is the need for
better monitoring of national food demand and supply
in MENA. The League of Arab States has proposed a 
regional food security and early warning system to help
predict quantity and location of any needed assistance
and this could work with established institutions that 
already monitor food supplies such as the FAO. 

Improving Agricultural Productivity

We have argued above that many of the North African
countries are beginning to increase their focus on 

domestic food production as a route to food security. 
Improving agricultural productivity (not just in food crop
production) in North Africa can contribute to food security
in three ways: it can increase the purchasing power 
of the rural poor via higher incomes from increased 
productivity enabling them to buy food; it can increase
foreign exchange earnings via increased agricultural 
exports of crops in which the North African countries
have comparative advantage so providing foreign 
exchange to purchase food imports; and it can increase
domestic production of food and hence reduce need for
imports. 

For developing countries in general, agricultural is seen
as an important sector in overall economic growth
and poverty reduction and therefore productivity
growth in the sector plays a key role in the development
proces47. For example, Christiaensen et al (2011) found
that growth in the agricultural sector is up to 3.2 times
better than that in the non-agricultural sector at redu-
cing the $1-day poverty headcount in both low-income
and resource rich countries – when societies are not fun-
damentally unequal. In addition, the relationship bet-
ween the agricultural sector and food security, through
the poverty reduction transmission, is often more direct
than for other sectors. 

However, a study by Breisinger et al (2012) suggests
that the strong link between agricultural growth and 
poverty reduction does not hold always for the Arab
countries plus Turkey and Iran (the Arab-TI region). A
positive relation was found for Egypt, Morocco and 
Tunisia and a negative relationship held for Algeria. The
report suggests several structural reasons for the failure
of agricultural growth to translate into poverty reduction
in the Arab T-I region, including the fact that although
about half the population in the region still live in
rural areas, the majority earn non-agricultural incomes
– for example in Egypt, despite a relatively high share of 
agriculture in GDP (14%), rural households earn 73% of

47  It has been estimated that a 10 percent increase in agricultural yields in Africa, is associated with a 7 percent reduction in poverty (World Bank 2008

cited in Foresight 2011, p.127).    
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their income from non-agricultural activities. In addition,
in Egypt it is the richer quintiles that earn a higher share
of income from agriculture, reflecting factors such as 
inequality in land and credit distribution. These findings
suggest that policies in North Africa to improve agricultural
productivity clearly need to be designed to be pro-poor
if they are to maximise their impact on poverty reduction
and food security, and need to consider asset distri-
bution, and access to credit and other resources as
well as human capital development for small and
poor farmers.

In North Africa there is limited scope to increase agri-
cultural production extensively i.e. via increased use of
resources like land and water that are already scare. The
available agricultural land per capita in the Near East and
North Africa in 2006 was only 1.11 ha/per capita, with
nearly a third of this land already under irrigation - the
Near East and North Africa region has almost eight times
the proportion of irrigated area compared to sub-Saha-
ran Africa. For the North African countries, agricultural
land per capita in 2006 ranged from 0.036 in Egypt to
0.259 in Tunisia. However, in the North African countries,
with the exception of Egypt, there is potential to increase
the amount of land under irrigation since less than 16%
of arable land is irrigated in countries like Algeria, 
Morocco, Tunisia and Mauritania and in these countries
the amount of irrigated land has grown by an average
of less than 1.5% per annum since 1990. 

Resource scarcity means that the North African 
countries will need to rely on intensive increases in
agricultural output i.e. productivity increases in
terms of yields per unit of land and water rather than
in extensive increases of agricultural production.
There is considerable scope to improve agricultural 
productivity in the North African countries. In addition to
the potential to increase irrigated area in countries other
than Egypt, fertiliser use could be increased. Although
the Near East and North Africa uses more than five times
the amount of fertiliser than sub-Saharan Africa, fertiliser
use is particularly low in Algeria, as well as being quite
low in Tunisia and Morocco. Although in the mid-1980s
agricultural productivity in MENA started catching up
with other net food importing developing regions, largely
due to adoption of improved wheat and rice varieties in
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countries like Syria, Iran and Egypt, more recently 
productivity growth is again lagging most other regions,
except for in the production of fruits.

If cereal yields in MENA exceed those of sub-
Saharan Africa, they are still well below the global
average and this gap is widening. Between 1990-
2007 cereal yields in the Arab world increased by 14.5
percent compared to global average of 21.5 percent. 
All the North African countries have cereal yields 
significantly below the developing country average of
28,363 kg/ha as well as being below the regional 
average for the Near East and North Africa. Yields are
particularly low in Algeria, Mauritania and Morocco.
Mauritania, Morocco and Tunisia have  all experienced
fairly slow annual growth rates of cereal yields of 
1.2 percent or less between 1990-2005, with Morocco
standing out as particularly poor with a growth rate of
only 0.4 percent.

In order to improve agricultural productivity, inclu-
ding that of domestic cereal production, North Afri-
can countries need to give greater policy priority to
the agricultural sector in terms of both government 
expenditure and Research and Development (R&D)
expenditure. In Asia during the 1980s and 1990s the
share of government expenditure devoted to agriculture
was regularly between 10-15% compared to less than
5% in most Arab countries. In addition, Arab countries
only invest 0.66% of their agricultural GDP in R&D with
very little increase since the 1980s.  While this is slightly
higher than the developing country average of 0.53% it
is still well below the recommended level of 2 percent
(Alston et al 2000) and is striking in view of the relatively
high returns to agricultural R&D in the region – around
36 percent (ibid). For the North African countries for
which data is available public R&D spending in agriculture
as a percentage of agricultural value added was 0.72 for
Egypt, 0.99 Mauritania, 1.0 for Morocco and 0.7 for 
Tunisia (World Bank 2008). ESCWA (2010, p.81) 
recommends a regional approach to agricultural R&D
given that the MENA countries share similar challenges
of water scarcity and climate change and points out that
the   League of Arab States and UNDP have proposed
a regional R&D fund with a committed long term budget
(League of Arab States and UNDP 2009). Such a regional
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approach would reduce fragmentation and produce
economies of scale48.

Agricultural R&D projects in North Africa need to be 
complemented with measures to ensure more effective
and efficient water use and measures to strengthen the
position of farmers, especially poor farmers in global and
national commodity chains.

Reforming Social Safety Nets

Regardless of whether North Africa’s food security
strategy focuses on a trade-based approach or puts
greater emphasis on domestic production, there will
remain a need for effective social safety nets to 
ensure that the poor and vulnerable are able to access
and afford food. It is generally acknowledges that social
safety nets and social protection policy more generally
needs to be reformed to become more efficient in the
MENA region (Karshenas and Alami 2012, International
Labour Office 2010) and the North Africa sub-region is no
exception. 

Breisinger et al (2012) argue that the Arab T-I countries,
particularly the Lower Middle Income Countries
(LMIC) in the group, have by far the highest level of
spending on social protection of any developing 
region– more than double that of Eastern Europe 
and Central Asia and more than four times that of sub-
Saharan Africa. In the region, such spending is the largest
single government spending account, averaging 5.3% 
of budget grew at an annual average rate of 18.8% per
capita between 2000-2007 in Arab LMICs, outpacing the
growth of all other public spending accounts. Given the
responses to the global food price shocks, where many
governments in the region increases subsidies and other
welfare related expenditures, spending on social protection
has continued to increase. Despite the high level of 
public expenditure on social protection, estimates of the 
coefficients of growth-public spending models show that

social sector spending in the Arab-TI region is less 
effective than elsewhere at generating economic
growth (Breisinger et al 2012 Table 6). They conculde:

“Findings from the model suggest that spending one 
additional international dollar in the Arab-TI region yields
only about half the growth of a dollar spent in the rest of
the world, indicating a large potential for improving the
allocation and efficiency of social sector spending in the
Arab-TI region.”

In addition to the limited impact of social spending on
growth, much of the social protection spending in the
Arab world is not efficient in alleviating poverty. 
Expenditure on untargeted fuel and food subsidies, is
often higher than more targeted social spending, despite
evidence that better-off households often benefit dispro-
portionately from such subsidies compared to more tar-
geted subsidies and interventions which are more efficient
and effective in reducing poverty (Coady et al 2006, Coady
et al 2010, Breisinger et al 2011, Bacon and Kojima 2006,
World Bank 2006). 

Social protection reform in North Africa needs to consider
moving away from often regressive universal subsidies
on food and fuel towards more targeted subsidies. In
Egypt, for example, there is a plethora of programmes aimed
at reducing the price of staple foods, such as bread price
subsidies and although the government has already intro-
duced targeting into its food subsidy programme, there is
still considerable scope to improve the efficiency of such 
targeting (Coady 2004, Ahmed and Bouis 2002). ESCWA
(2010) has argued that five basic targeting mechanisms
need to be considered: means testing, categorical and 
geographical targeting, community-based methods, proxy
means testing, and self-targeting; and suggests that lessons
be learnt from programmes introduced in South Asia. 
Examples of targeting include systems that make subsidised
food available to selected households via low-price shops
in poor neighbourhoods or via ration cards.

48  Egypt is currently investing in a research project to develop new wheat varieties with yields 30% higher than currently available ones, with resistance to

several key environmental stresses. The project will include not only crop improvement but also crop management and capacity building components and

is led by scientists from Egypt’s Agricultural Research Centre (ARC), together with an ICARDA team (ICARDA 2009).
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In addition to reformed subsidy programmes, labour-
intensive public works programmes, especially in rural
areas (ESCWA 2010, World Bank 2003), conditional or
unconditional cash and/or food transfers (ESCWA
2010, Skoufias 2005, Gertler 2004, World Food Programme
2009) and nutritional support programmes (ESCWA
2010) have often proved to be effective forms of social
safety nets which help achieve both poverty reduction
and individual food security in many parts of the 
developing world. Many of these schemes are in place in
the North African countries and further work is needed to
monitor their impact and improve their effectiveness.

Karshenas and Alami (2012) have argued that social 

protection in MENA is in need of a total paradigm shift 
to a fairer, rights-based, systematic approach, but that 
political regimes in the past have lacked the political will 
or desire to respond to such a challenge, since the 
old implicit Social Contract was based on the provision of 
universal subsidies and state employment in return for 
loyalty to autocratic regimes. The Arab Spring now 
provide an opportune moment to reform the old 
  grammes so as to make them more effective and 
efficient. The increasing fiscal deficits in many of the North
African countries make this need all the more pressing.
There is already evidence that international organisations are
becoming involved in helping new regimes with such 
reforms (ILO 2011).
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Conclusion

Food security or food sovereignty in the North
Africa region cannot be approached from a purely

economic perspective. It also has deep political
connotations – as seen by the role that food prices
played in the domestic politics of the Arab Spring as
well as by the geo-political implications of relying on a
small number of international grain suppliers for a large
part of the region’s food requirements. The Arab Spring
combined with the recent global food price shock
provides an opportune moment to reassess food
security strategies and policies in North Africa.     

Although there is some evidence that the region is
becoming more concerned with food sovereignty, as
reflected in increased interest in domestic food
production and land acquisition overseas, food imports
will continue to play a significant role in food security
for the region, with Morocco being the only country for
which cereal imports are predicted to decline over the
next twenty years. Hence, future approaches to food
security will need to focus on ways in which the North
African countries can better position themselves to
take advantage of global food markets. This needs to
be combined with effective programmes to boost
domestic productivity of food production and
agriculture more generally, mindful of the economic
costs and resource allocation implications of such
programmes. In addition, social safety nets and social
protection policy needs to be reformed to become
more effective and efficient at alleviating poverty and

enhancing the food security of poor and vulnerable
individuals. This is because food security is intimately
linked with income security. 

However, the above types of reforms alone will not
be adequate to ensure full food security for all
citizens in the region. A comprehensive pro-poor,
labour-intensive and inclusive growth trajectory is
needed for the region and issues of food security
cannot be divorced from this broader development
agenda. In this respect there is a danger that the recent
global food price crisis will trigger a reaction whereby
domestic food production and the agricultural sector
alone is seen as the panacea for food security. Already
countries in the MENA region are starting to respond
to the global food crisis by setting-up inter-ministerial
food security committees supported by technical units,
but these units tend to be located in the Ministry of
Agriculture with the committees chaired by the Minister
for Agriculture (for example in Jordan and Yemen). An
effective institutional structure needs to place food
security at the heart of the development process, 
with the unit or secretariat located at the highest level
of government, such as in the Prime Minister’s or
President’s Office49. Such a holistic, multi-agency
approach to food security represents the way forward
for the new governments of the North African region,
and this cannot be divorced from the more general and
pressing need for a new type of inclusive socio-
economic development strategy.

49  Mauritania has set-up such a body in the form of The Commission for Food Security, a Governmental body led by a Commissioner with the rank of

Minister. Its mission is to fight hunger, underfeeding and malnutrition situations that threaten men, women and children. This was not however established

as a response to the 2007-08 food price crisis, as it was formed in 1982.



71

T h e  A f r i c a n  D e v e l o p m e n t  B a n k  G r o u p  i n  N o r t h  A f r i c a  -  2 0 1 3


