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Executive Summary
Food insecurity is an issue in many countries across 
the region.  The humanitarian impact of the rise in food 
prices has been felt particularly in Egypt, Yemen and 
Tajikistan.  In Egypt, the price of basic food staples has 
soared by 70%.  The situation is exacerbated by Egypt’s 
reliance on food imports and it is believed that the impact 
of international high prices may worsen if imports are not 
reduced and local production of staples increased.  In 
Yemen, more than 6 per cent of Yemenis have dropped 
below the poverty line due to rising staple food prices, 
joining the 40 per cent of Yemenis already living on less 
than $2 per day.  

In some areas in Yemen and Tajikistan, there are 
indications that the problem could be compounded by 
drought and locusts.  Thousands of Yemenis in the Taiz 
Governorate could be displaced because of drought since 
they rely on rain and springs for their water.   In addition, 
there are fears of an unusually large locust outbreak in 
Tajikistan, which would increase food security because 
of damage to crops and result in more people requiring 
food assistance in 2008.
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The humanitarian update is a monthly publication 
from UN OCHA’s Regional Office in Dubai, reporting 
on the main humanitarian events in the Middle 
East, North Africa and Central Asia. This update 
is based on information from UN Agencies, other 
responders and donors, and media sources. For 
more information on Iraq or OpT, please visit www.
ochairaq.org and www.ochaopt.org 

USG John Holmes with the Saudi Minister of Foreign Affairs
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Latest Developments

The Under-Secretary-General (USG) John Holmes  x
conducted a 6-day mission to the Gulf region, 
beginning on 5 April 2008. The USG visited Saudi 
Arabia, the UAE, Kuwait and Qatar. Throughout this 
mission, the USG was accompanied by the Special 
Humanitarian Envoy for Humanitarian Affairs, Mr. 
Abdul Aziz Arrukban and the Head of OCHA’s Regional 
Office for the Middle East, North Africa and Central 
Asia (ROMENACA), Abdul Haq Amiri.  The aim of the 
mission was to familiarize key decision makers with 
today’s humanitarian challenges and the UN’s role, 
and to promote and expand existing partnerships.  
Among the high-level interlocutors were His Highness 
King Abdullah of Saudi Arabia, the Minister of 
Foreign Affairs, senior ministers in each country and  
representatives of the Gulf Cooperation Council and 
the national Red Crescent Societies.    In all visited 
countries, the main focus was on the need and the 
desirability of Gulf countries to work more closely 
with the United Nations and the wider international 
humanitarian system. Escalating food prices and 
climate change were also discussed as issues greatly 
affecting this region.

 Mr. Salvano briceno, Director of the Secretariat of  x
the International Strategy for Disaster Reduction 
(ISDR) went on mission to Central Asia.  The Office 
for the Regional Disaster Response Advisor (RDRA) in 
Central Asia discussed with him the inter-ministerial 
initiative to establish regional disaster preparedness 
and response center and OCHA’s support to it.  
The inter-ministerial initiative was also discussed 
with some foreign missions, who concurred that 
regional cooperation is the only way to strengthen 
preparedness and response. It was understood that 
while the member states would bare the operational 
costs of the centre, some additional funding from 
donors may be needed for specific projects related 
to the center, such as training or strengthening of 
stockpiling and pre-positioning.  

In view of the continued high risk of flash floods/ x
landslides, efforts continue to raise funds urgently 
and purchase “Household Emergency Assistance 
package” (HEAp) to be pre-positioned in the most 
vulnerable areas of Tajikistan.  A funding proposal 
for USD 1.4 million was presented on 8 April 2008 to 
donors in Dushanbe.

On 13 April 2008, major donors including the United  x
States of America, the United Kingdom, Germany, 

Canada and the Netherlands gathered in washington 
to reach an agreement on ways of improving the 
coordination of assistance to Afghanistan. At a 
meeting chaired by Dutch Development Minster, 
donors agreed that more needed to be done via the 
Afghan government and that development experts 
should gradually take over the reconstruction tasks 
being carried out by the military in villages and 
surrounding districts.  

Following the world bank project on the  x
‘Reconstruction of Earthquake Stricken provinces of 
Kermanshah, Qazvin, Zanjan and Hamedan’ in Iran, 
the Head of Iran Natural Disaster Task Force (NDTF), 
along with a mission from world bank and some 
experts from different NDTF departments, visited 
projects on reconstruction of regions affected by 
earthquake in two provinces of Qazvin and Zanjan.  

Regional Events

On 8-10 April 2008,  x the annual Dubai International 
Humanitarian Aid and Development (DIHAD) 
Conference and Exhibition was held. USG John 
Holmes delivered a keynote speech along with H.E. 
Dr. Ali Abdullah Al Kaaby, Chairman of the board of 
Directors of the UAE Red Crescent Authority, at the 
inauguration of the conference. The Deputy Director 
of OCHA Geneva and vice Chair of DIHAD, Gerhard 
putman-Cramer, attended as well as several other 
Geneva-based colleagues. As part of the Regional 
Office’s efforts to raise the profile and understanding 
of the international humanitarian system in the region, 
a one day workshop on the “Introduction to the 
International Humanitarian System” was organized.  
The workshop was attended by over 30 participants 
representing international and local NGOs, the private 
sector and academia.

The RDRA office in Central Asia participated in the first  x
management board meeting of the newly established 
inter-agency project “Enhancing Coordination on 
Disaster Response in Kyrgyz Republic”.  The project 
aims to enhance coordination by establishing an 
inter-agency coordination structure similar to the 
Rapid Emergency Assistance and Coordination Team 
(REACT) system in Tajikistan. As part of the project, 
a Disaster Response Coordination Unit has been 
established within the framework of the Inter-Ministerial 
Commission on Disaster Risk Management, allowing 
international organizations (UN, Red Crescent and 
donors) to be part of this governmental decision 
making body on emergency response.  
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Afghanistan

wFp has distributed assistance to some 400, 000  x
Afghans hit by rising wheat prices, but warned that the 
most vulnerable will continue to need aid for a while 
as the record high prices show no sign of abating. In 
January 2008, the UN and the Afghan Government 
appealed for more than $80 million to help over 
2.5 million people facing food shortages due to the 
soaring price of wheat, the most important food crop in 
the country.  Nearly all of the $78 million requested for 
food within the Appeal has been provided by donors. 

Iran

Due to the high frequency of earthquakes in Iran, the  x
Council for Tehran City has approved a draft which, 
upon approval of Tehran’s municipality, will permit the 
allocation of 700 billion Tomans (USD 700 million) of 
government funds for the renovation and reconstruction 
of Tehran’s old buildings.  Since Tehran has already 
passed the 150 year cycle for the occurrence of the 
major earthquakes along Tehran Faults, seismologists 
are of the view that another earthquake may occur 
soon. Among necessary preparedness steps, the city 
should provide appropriated funds for building quake-
resistant concrete houses. 

Iran Meteorological Organization (IRIMET) has  x
announced that Iran is going to face another drought 
year. Due to Iran’s geographical situation and 
topographical features, about 80% of Iran’s total area 
has an arid or semi-arid climate.  After the Head of 
IRIMET’s visits to the Meteorological stations in the 
Northern provinces, he has confirmed that cumulative 
precipitation graphs for major crop regions in Iran show 
that precipitation was below normal for most wheat 
regions during last year’s growing season, therefore the 
effects may be more severe on agricultural industries. 

Tajikistan

Nearly half a million US dollars have been allocated  x
from the CERF to provide urgent assistance to the 
Government of Tajikistan to monitor and control the 
current outbreak of locusts across 18 districts.  The 
CERF funds will directly benefit over two million people 
whose crops and livelihoods are at risk from the highly 
destructive pests.  The current outbreak, which is 
significantly larger than previous locust infestations, 
could otherwise pose a serious blow to household food 

UNRWA estimates that 85% of homes in Nahr El Bared were destroyed or rendered 
uninhabitable | Photo: IRIN

security in Tajikistan. Locust control in Central Asia 
is also a regional issue, as infestations in Tajikistan 
come from Afghanistan, Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan, 
and locusts from Tajikistan infest these countries.  The 
CERF allocation will help reduce the risk of further 
outbreaks by contributing to the procurement and 
delivery of pesticides, protective equipment, surveying 
the infested areas, and mobilization, training and 
awareness-raising among local communities. For more 

information, please visit http://cerf.un.org

Lebanon

UNRwA has inaugurated new housing near the Nahr  x
el bared Camp in North Lebanon, which was largely 
destroyed during the fighting between the Lebanese 
army and militant groups inside the camp last year.  
UNRwA has built 574 temporary shelters in the 
adjacent area to Nahr el bared, housing over 2,000 
people.  About 27,000 people were displaced from 
Nahr el bared during the fighting.



OFFICE FOR THE COORDINATION OF HUMANITARIAN AFFAIRS - OCHA

P.O.Box 506011, UN OCHA ROMENACA, Phone: (+971) 4-368 1022, Fax: (+971) 4-368 1023 • http://ochaonline.un.org/

Humanitarian Update

4

Forthcoming Events
3 – 8 May: UN Civil Military Coordination Course in Doha, 
Qatar
4 – 9 May: OCHA RDRAs’ meeting in Geneva
5 – 9 May: Emergency preparedness Assessment Mission 
in OpT
18 – 22 May: Mission to Afghanistan (joint ROMENACA/
CRD)
19 May: partnerships and Remote Management workshop 
in Amman, Jordan
20 – 21 May: Cluster Leads Training workshop in Amman, 
Jordan
26 – 29 May: ESCwA’s 25th session in Sanaa, Yemen
25 – 30 May: Special Humanitarian Envoy mission to 
Tajikistan
Last week of May: Cluster Leads Training workshop in 
Tajikistan
31 May:  “Coordination” Module of the public Health in 
Complex Emergencies Course at the American University of 
beirut, Lebanon

Useful Links

www.reliefweb.org
www.humanitarianappeal.net
www.ochaopt.org
www.ochairaq.org
www.irinnews.org 

For more information, please contact:
Nadia Evans, OCHA Dubai, 00971 50 2279808, 
evans2@un.org

Saada residents receiving WFP food assistance | Source: WFP

Yemen

UNHCR is launching an appeal for nearly US$3  x
million to provide protection and assistance to an 
estimated 77, 000 people affected by a local conflict in 
northern Yemen.  Funds raised by UNHCR through the 
supplementary appeal would ensure enhanced support 
for IDps and returnees affected by a conflict which 
erupted in 2004 between a rebel group and government 
forces in the Sa’ada Governorate.  More than half of the 
displaced people returned to their home villages after 
the signing of a cease-fire in August 2007.  However, 
despite a peace agreement signed in January 2008, 
renewed fighting has led to new displacements.  New 
IDps continue to arrive in Sa’ada city, including more 
than 200 families for the past week alone.  both returnees 
and IDps are in need of assistance and protection.  For 

more information, please visit http://www.unhcr.org  

More than 6 percent of Yemenis have dropped below  x
the poverty line due to rising staple food prices, joining 
the 40 percent of Yemenis already living on less than $2 
per day.  There are concerns that Yeminis living below 
the poverty line will either have to skip meals, decrease 
their intake of fruits, vegetables and meat, or discontinue 
medical visits and schooling for their children.

Egypt

The Egyptian government is struggling to tackle  x
acute shortages of subsidized bread amid rising 
world food prices.  Some 500 political activists and 
textile workers were arrested and dozens of others 
injured during clashes with police in the Nile Delta 
city of Al-Mahalla Al-Kobra over the high bread 
prices.  Prices will continue to increase in 2008/2009 
due to shortages in food stocks internationally.  The 
price of basic staples such as wheat, corn and rice hit 
a record high after leaping up 70 per cent or more in 
the last six months


