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Overview After decades of progress, hunger is on the rise again. The figures  
from The State of Food Security and Nutrition in the World 2017  report 
show an increase in the absolute number of people affected by chronic 
hunger and a rise in the global prevalence of undernourishment. Globally, 
the number of chronically malnourished people is estimated to have 
increased to 815 million from 777 million in 2015. In 2017, four countries 
faced a very real threat of famine and many more saw increasing numbers 
of people facing severe hunger. 

Conflict is a key driver of hunger, exacerbated by climate-related 
shocks. The State of Food Security and Nutrition in the World 2017 
illustrates that the majority of hungry people live in countries affected by 
conflict. 

Livelihoods are rural people’s greatest defence against hunger and 
malnutrition. Crises undermine rural livelihoods and erode people’s 
capacity to cope with the next shock. Livelihoods are diminished or 
abandoned and people see no alternative but to move in search of safety 
or of other opportunities to feed themselves and their families. 

10 of the 13 major food crises  

are driven by conflict

50+ countries
in which FAO is implementing  

emergency interventions

70–80% of severely  

food-insecure people 

worldwide rely on 

agriculture-based livelihoods 

(fishing, crop production, 

livestock rearing, forestry)
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Photo: Refugee mothers waiting their turn 
with their children in a tent set up for triage 
of the Médecins Sans Frontières pediatric 
clinic inside the IDP camp in Yusuf Batil, 
South Sudan.
Photo cover: ©FAO/Will Baxter
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Protecting livelihoods by providing emergency agricultural assistance 
from the onset of a crisis is crucial to save lives, while enabling  
people to produce food and earn an income. Rapid and efficient 
response to agricultural threats and emergencies saves lives, promotes 
recovery and reduces the gap between dependency on food assistance 
and self-reliance.

FAO helps people to:
•	 anticipate, prepare for and prevent crises
•	 respond quickly and effectively when disaster does strike 
•	 invest in stronger recovery and resilient livelihoods

When addressing the immediate and longer-term needs of those affected 
by crisis, agriculture cannot be an afterthought. In the face of enormous 
challenges, it remains the backbone of rural livelihoods. Maintaining 
food production and rebuilding the agriculture sector are fundamental. 
Agriculture has a unique role to play in both addressing severe hunger 
and providing a pathway towards resilience in the midst of humanitarian 
crises.

People with resilient livelihoods are better prepared for and 
can better cope with shocks – whether recurrent, protracted or 
unexpected. They have greater and more diverse sources of income, and 
their families are better fed and nourished.

What does 
FAO do in 
emergencies?

FAO assists people  
to strengthen their 
livelihoods to withstand 
crises, which reduces 
humanitarian needs and 
costs by a significant 
margin
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Photo: Restoring access to water to 
increase crop production in Homs,  
Syrian Arab Republic.
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FAO’s interventions include

Boosting local food production
•	seed security assessments

•	local production and marketing of quality 

seeds (including with seed fairs)

•	cereal, pulse and vegetable seeds to rapidly 

restore food production – sometimes 

linked to cash+

•	rapid response kits

 Assisiting fishing communities
•	fishing and fish processing equipment

•	training on improved practices

•	restoring boats

Cash and voucher programmes
•	unconditional cash transfers

•	conditional cash transfers

•	cash for work

•	cash+

•	nutrition vouchers 

•	input vouchers

Coordination, food security 
information and analysis

•	Food Security Cluster, sector coordination

•	Integrated Food Security Phase 

Classification (IPC), Cadre Harmonisé 

analysis 

•	agriculture/food security needs 

assessments

Supporting livestock owners
•	treatment and vaccination campaigns to 

protect livestock assets and prevent 

disease outbreaks that could threaten 

public health

•	training and working with community-

based animal health workers

•	restoring/constructing local and national 

cold chain systems

•	facilitating local peace processes through 

community groups

Fighting famine in 2017

At the start of 2017, 30 million people in four countries – Nigeria, Somalia, 
South Sudan and Yemen – were facing severe hunger. In February, famine 
was officially declared in two counties of South Sudan and concern was 
growing of further famine declarations in the other three countries. FAO 
responded swiftly to rapidly increase local food production, protect and 
enhance nutrition, and ultimately save lives.

Thanks to the generous support of its resource partners, FAO was able 
to assist more than 6 million people in the four countries to resume crop 
production in 2017. Over 1 million people benefited from cash transfers 
in the form of cash+ livelihoods support, unconditional cash and cash-
for-work programmes, providing them with the means to immediately 
purchase food while restarting their livelihoods. Over 42 million livestock 
in the four countries were protected through animal health campaigns, 
livestock feed and water provision and training. 

Restoring access to water to increase crop production in the 
Syrian Arab Republic

Hassan Al-Hassan, a Syrian farmer known to locals as Abu Hasan, 
remembers how difficult it had been in the past few years in the village of 
al-Rabeha in the southern governorate of Homs. “Due to lack of water, we 
could hardly produce anything,” said Abu Hasan.

Homs is also home to some of the most fertile lands in the country. 
Traditionally, agriculture had a major role in the Syrian economy. But the 
Syrian conflict, now in its seventh year, combined with lack of rain and 
adverse weather conditions since 2009, have had a devastating impact on 
the agriculture sector.

The irrigated lands along the Homs-Hama canals were some of the main 
agricultural casualties in the past few years, in part because of damage 
and destruction to the irrigation canals and water distribution control 
mechanisms. 

FAO is implementing a two-year resilience-building programme 
to strengthen local institutions to improve drought early warning 
management capacities for better food security and nutrition. As part of 
this, FAO is helping to restore access to water for over 40 000 families – 
about 240 000 people – including 4 000 families in Abu Hasan’s community. 
“It is the best thing we could have dreamed of. This year’s production is 
four-times higher than the last three years,” Abu Hasan said joyfully.

Such projects have helped farmers remain on their land, feed their families 
and even produce vegetables and fruits to meet the needs of residents 
in al-Rabeha, the surrounding villages, as well as a significant portion of 
people living in Homs city. 
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Timely food 
security 
information 
and analysis 
for improved 
preparedness 
and response
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Timely agriculture and food security information and analysis is the 
foundation of preparedness and faster response. FAO leads efforts to 
develop and strengthen the Integrated Food Security Phase Classification 
(IPC), a set of standardized tools that seeks to provide a “common 
currency” for classifying the severity and magnitude of food insecurity. 
The IPC acute food insecurity analysis removes the political dimensions 
from declarations of famine, such as that in South Sudan in February 2017. 
FAO is working with the IPC Global Support Unit to further spread and 
strengthen the use of the IPC analysis in at-risk countries.

The IPC has been critical in raising global awareness of the risk of famine 
and mobilizing over USD 2 billion for the international response to major 
food crises in northeastern Nigeria, Somalia, South Sudan and Yemen  
in 2017. The IPC analyses also form the basis of the Global Report on Food 
Crises – prepared under the umbrella of the Food Security Information 
Network – and the joint FAO-World Food Programme regular reporting to 
the United Nations Security Council, supporting awareness raising among 
world leaders on the threat of food security and its links with conflict.

Photo: Farmers carrying quality 
agricultural inputs (crop seeds and 
fertilizers) in northeastern Nigeria to ensure 
planting during the main cropping season.
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For pastoral communities – who have been particularly hard hit by 
the current drought in the Horn of Africa and largely overlooked in the 
response to the violence in the Lake Chad Basin and South Sudan – 
protecting livestock can literally mean the difference between life and 
death. Half of the 800 million people living below USD 1.9 a day depend 
on livestock. In Kenya, the Predictive Livestock Early Warning System, 
developed by FAO and partners, demonstrates the direct correlation 
between the availability of fodder for livestock and malnutrition in 
children. The same is true in Somalia, where 0.4 litres of goat milk a day 
– the productive capacity of one healthy goat – can keep a mother and 
child alive. If livestock die, people have no option but to abandon their 
livelihoods, move to camps or urban areas and rely on assistance in the 
longer-term. In Ethiopia’s Somali Region, an early intervention costing 
just USD 10 to provide feed and health care for 35 small ruminants can 
save USD 1 670 in restocking the same number of animals or USD 250 in 
treating severe acute malnutrition among children. In Somalia, a single 
livestock treatment costs just USD 0.40 while the cost for a Somali family to 
replace one animal is around USD 40.

Restocking livestock, rebuilding livelihoods in Yemen

Tens of thousands of families have been displaced by Yemen’s two-year 
conflict, often facing severe social and economic difficulties, hunger and 
malnutrition.

Protecting 
livestock, 
enhancing 
nutrition
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Photo: In Ethiopia, FAO supported animal 
fodder and restocking interventions to 
safeguard and improve nutrition.
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By providing a combination of goats/sheep along with training and animal 
health services, FAO is helping vulnerable IDPs to get back on their feet. 
Nabila Al-Hakim, 39, is one IDP whose life is being changed by FAO’s 
support. Al-Hakim fled with her four kids from Taiz city to Damna Khadeer 
village due to the conflict. “We have been displaced for a year due to the 
conflict and we have no source of income,” she said. The two sheep she 
received from FAO are a crucial source of help. Once her sheep give birth 
and the new lambs reach 4-5 months, she can sell the new sheep for  
USD 55 – the amount she needs to pay rent.

Providing animal health services through mobile veterinary 
clinics in Haiti

Torbeck, a commune in southern Haiti, was severely hit by Hurricane 
Matthew. People lost their lives, thousands of houses were damaged, or 
generally destroyed, thousands of hectares of crops and trees were lost, 
and thousands of animals perished, and those that survived are often sick.

FAO has set up mobile veterinary clinics to help treat the livestock of 
affected families. Each mobile veterinary clinic consists of a veterinarian 
and two veterinary officers who travel to the affected areas to conduct 
animal health and nutrition assessments and provide preventive care 
and treatment. Each clinic is equipped with a veterinary kit composed of 
antibiotics, deworming medication, multivitamins and equipment such as 
ropes, sprayers, gloves and syringes. 

“FAO is the only 
organization to provide 
veterinary treatments for 
our animals. These mobile 
clinics are of paramount 
importance. We could not 
afford to pay for a private 
veterinarian for these types 
of services”
Juceline Philippe Beauvoir,  
FAO beneficiary
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Recognizing that there is a huge difference between surviving and thriving, 
FAO seeks to both prevent famine and save lives while building resilience. 
Agriculture has a unique role to play in both addressing severe hunger 
and providing a pathway towards resilience in the midst of humanitarian 
crises. In the Central African Republic, for example, where outbreaks of 
violence continue to disrupt livelihoods, FAO has been implementing the 
caisses de résilience approach, providing cash transfers alongside small 
processing equipment, assistance to produce quality seeds and support 
to school feeding and gardening programmes. These activities enable 
families to build food and seed reserves and reduce their vulnerability in 
the face of further shocks. 

Applying the caisses de résilience approach in the Sahel 

Sanihan lives in northern Mali with 13 members of her family.  
Each year, the lean season is a major challenge for Sanihan. But this 
year, she enrolled in FAO’s caisses de résilience programme which aims 
to improve the food security and nutrition of vulnerable populations by 
strengthening the resilience of their livelihoods. During the lean season, 
FAO provided seeds along with cash transfers. For the first time in five 
years, families could plant their whole plot. “With the XOF 50 000 received 
(nearly USD 90), I bought millet and I will also buy goats. Once they have 
given birth, I can resell them if I need money”, she proudly says.

Humanitarian 
response 
integrated 
into resilience 
building efforts

©
FA

O
/R

ic
ca

rd
o 

Ga
ng

al
e

Photo: A Junior Farmer Field and Life 
School facilitator in Samba,  
Central African Republic.

“Today I no longer worry 
about the end of the lean 
season or about what will 
happen next year, as we are 
engaging in new activities, 
which will make us stronger 
in trying times” 
Sanihan, FAO beneficiary
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FAO’s cash+ programming ensures families have what they need to restore 
or maintain their livelihoods, while enabling them to meet their immediate 
needs. By providing unconditional cash transfers plus livelihoods inputs 
and training, FAO addresses not only the needs of vulnerable families in 
emergency situations but also those in development contexts. 

Cash+ support to help Somali farmers cope with drought

FAO provided cash+ assistance to almost 230 000 people, mainly in 
southern Somalia’s breadbasket, who faced severe hunger in the first half 
of 2017. Families received monthly cash transfers for three months – the 
time it takes to plant and harvest a staple crop. The package included cash 
plus seeds to grow a variety of nutritious food, training and hermetic bags 
to safely store the harvest, among other key inputs. By the end of the three 
month programme, the participating families harvested sufficient  
maize/sorghum (staple), cowpea (protein) and vegetables (vitamins and 
minerals) to feed between four and eight families for six months.

FAO assessments show that Somali farmers assisted with cash plus quality 
seed, training and other support during gu had 43 percent higher cereal 
yields than non-beneficiaries growing maize and sorghum. 

In addition to FAO’s experience since 2007 of implementing cash-for-work 
programmes to save lives, build assets and restore livelihoods in Somalia, 
this cash+ experience is being considered as one of the building blocks for 
the development of nascent social protection systems by the Government 
of Somalia and partners.

Cash+ 
programming 
to restore food 
production
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Photo: A women receives her cash transfer 
in Monguel, Wilaya of Gorgol, Mauritania.
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Acting before a disaster has happened or reached its peak not only 
safeguards assets and livelihoods, but also protects longer-term 
development gains and contributes to enhancing food security and 
income generation. Linking early warning to early action in the agriculture 
sector is particularly critical. For small-scale farmers and livestock keepers, 
heeding early warning signals can make the difference between a crisis 
and a catastrophe.

FAO is leading in the field of early warning triggering early action, an 
approach whose aim is to systematically link early warning triggers to early 
action, which can prevent or mitigate the effects of disasters on livelihoods 
and food security. This approach, also known as Forecast-based Financing, 
is a rapidly growing area of work and FAO is working with a number of 
actors, including national governments and international stakeholders 
from the development, humanitarian and scientific communities, to 
detect, monitor, prevent and mitigate risks facing food security and 
agriculture and publishes a quarterly global early warning monitoring 
report that scales emerging risks by likelihood and potential impact, as 
well as identifying appropriate actions.

Flexible, reliable and timely funding is key to translating warnings 
to early action

In an effort to catalyse wider investment in early action, in 2016, FAO set 
up an Early Warning-Early Action window as part of its Special Fund for 
Emergency and Rehabilitation Activities. In 2016/17, the window was used 

Translating 
early warning 
into early 
action
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Photo: Woman  tending to some of 
her remaining cattle that managed to 
survive thanks to a collaborative Early 
Warning-Early Action drought intervention 
programme that provided fortified feed to 
small holder farmers.
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to mitigate the worst effects of the drought on pastoralists’ livelihoods 
in parts of the Horn of Africa. The results were stark. At the peak of the 
drought, families whose livestock were assisted by FAO no longer required 
further humanitarian assistance and their animals not only survived, 
but were thriving. Milk production increased, nearly tripling in quantity 
in northern Kenya – about 86 percent of which was kept for families’ 
own consumption, and more than half went to feed children under five 
years of age. A return on investment study carried out by FAO in Kenya in 
July 2017 revealed that providing animal feed for key breeding stock – at a 
cost of USD 92 per household – ensured their survival and increased milk 
production. As a result, there was a return of almost USD 3.5 to the families 
(in the form of extra milk produced, value of animal saved and value of 
improved body condition) on every USD 1 spent by FAO.



www.fao.org/emergencies   |   www.fao.org/resilience
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