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The 2020 Regional Overview of Food Security 
 and Nutrition in the Near East and North 
 Africa (NENA) Region provides an update 
 on regional progress towards two targets of 
 Sustainable Development Goal 2 (SDG 2):  


Target 2.1, ending hunger and achieving food 
 security; and Target 2.2, on ending all forms 
 of malnutrition. It is the result of collaboration 
 between the Food and Agriculture 


Organization of the United Nations (FAO), the 
 Economic and Social Commission for Western 
 Asia (ESCWA), the International Fund for 
 Agricultural Development (IFAD), the United 
 Nations International Children’s Emergency 
 Fund (UNICEF), the World Food Programme 
 (WFP) and the World Health Organization 
 (WHO). 


This report examines data available prior 
 to the Covid-19 pandemic that affected the 
 region and the world in 2020. By 2019, the 
 Arab Region was already off track to achieve 
 hunger and nutrition-related SDG targets 
 by 2030. In fact, after good progress during 
 past decades, since 2015-17 the number of 
 undernourished people in the region has 
 been increasing steadily. In 2019, the number 
 of hungry people stood at 51.4 million, or 
 12.2 percent of the region’s population. 


If such trends continue, even ignoring the 
 potential impact of Covid-19, the number 
 of undernourished in the region will exceed 
 75 million people by 2030. 


The report also highlights that in 2019 
 nearly one-third of the region’s population, 


137 million people, did not have regular 
 access to sufficient, safe and nutritious 
 food. Food insecurity, affecting diet quality 
 and quantity, poses significant challenges 
 to achieving global nutrition targets. 


Many countries in the region still show high 
 levels of stunting and overweight in children 
 under 5 years of age. Though there are 
 insufficient data to establish clear childhood 
 malnutrition indicators in all countries, 2019 
 trends indicated that only a few countries are 
 likely to meet the SDG targets for 2030 on 
 stunting (3 out of 22) and wasting (7 out of 
 22), while none are on track to fulfil the WHA 
 (World Health Assembly) targets for 2025. 


Furthermore, no country in the region is on 
 track to meet 2025 WHA targets for anaemia in 
 women of reproductive age or adult obesity. 


The above trends in hunger, food insecurity 
and malnutrition have largely been driven by 
conflict and violence in the region as well as 
the lack of capacity for current food systems 
to support healthy diets. Food security and 
nutrition prospects in the region are likely to 
worsen in view of the overwhelming economic 
disruptions caused by Covid-19, which has 
generated rising numbers of vulnerable people 
with limited access to healthy, balanced 
diets. Given the large disparities among Arab 
Region countries in terms of their economic 
and political situation, as well as resilience 
capacities, Covid-19 has had varied impacts 
on food security and nutrition. Countries with 
fragile economies and those in protracted crisis 
are the worst affected.
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 This report examines the vulnerability of 


Arab food systems to various shocks, natural 
 or human-induced, aggravated by stresses 
 which limit their resilience capacity and ability 
 to deliver sustainable, healthy diets for all. 


As the analysis in this report suggests, more 
 than half the region’s population cannot 
 afford a healthy diet. Diet quality has major 
 implications not only for food security and 
 nutrition, but also for human health and the 
 environment. The report quantifies the hidden 
 costs of unsustainable diets related to health 
 and climate change. The analysis emphasizes 
 important linkages of SDG 2 (Zero hunger) 
 with SDG 3 (Good health and well-being) and 
 SDG 13 (Climate action) and the need to take 
 a broad view of goals and targets to minimize 
 potential trade-offs and enhance potential 
 synergies between them. 


Ensuring everyone has access to a healthy diet 
 requires sustainable, resilient food systems. 


To move towards more resilient food systems 
across the Arab Region, this report identifies 
a set of policy directions for adoption while 
considering inter-system linkages and local 
contexts. These policy directions aim to 
bolster different food system components, 
including food supply chains, the food 
environment as well as consumer knowledge 
and behaviour, while focusing on healthy 
diets and their affordability. We believe the 
policy recommendations in this joint report 
offer countries of the Arab Region avenues to 
strengthen the sustainability and resilience 
of their food systems and accelerate progress 
towards achieving the goals of the 2030 
Agenda for Sustainable Development.
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è Since 2015–17 the number of people affected 
 by hunger in the Arab Region continues to rise. 


The 2019 estimates show that before the Covid–19 
 pandemic 51.4 million people were hungry or 
 12.2 percent of the population – an increase 
 of 1.1 million people from the previous period. 


The numbers affected by moderate or severe food 
 insecurity also showed an upward trend with an 
 estimated 137 million people in 2019 who do 
 not have regular access to sufficient and nutritious 
 food. The trend is mostly driven by an increase in 
 moderate food insecurity. 


è The NENA Region is not on track to reach 
 the SDG target of Zero Hunger. If recent trends 
 continue, the number of people affected by hunger 
 will surpass 75 million by 2030. The impact of 
 Covid–19 on the Region economy will further 
 complicate the challenge of achieving the SDG 2.1 
 target to eliminate hunger.


è The burden of malnutrition in all its forms remains 
 a challenge. Recent estimates for 2019 are that 
 22.5 percent of children under 5 years of age 
 were stunted, 9.2 percent wasted and 9.9 percent 
 were overweight. With 27 percent of the adult 
 population obese, the Arab Region ranked second 
 in the world for obesity. Estimated anaemia in 
 women of reproductive age of 35 percent is a 
 moderate public health issue in most countries of 
 the region.


è Very few countries are on track to reach 
 childhood nutrition targets by 2025 and 2030. 


For wasting, only seven countries are on track, 
 while only three are on track for stunting or 


childhood overweight. No country in the region 
 is on track to meet the WHA 2025 targets for 
 anaemia in women of reproductive age (reducing it 
 by half) or adult obesity (halt its rise). 


è Conflict is the main factor behind the degrading 
 hunger situation, but slow progress on nutrition SDG 
 targets is also due to weaknesses in food systems 
 across the region.  Apart from conflict, the region’s 
 food systems are also affected by other shocks such 
 as climate–related shocks, macroeconomic shocks 
 (e.g. the food price crisis, fluctuating oil prices and 
 tourism revenues) as well as health–related shocks, 
 exemplified by the Covid–19 pandemic.


è A number of stresses like water scarcity, food 
 import dependency, inequalities including the 
 gender dimension, rapid population growth and 
 migration, and shifting diets associated with the 
 move from rural to urban settings exert negative 
 pressures on food systems and increase their 
 vulnerability. The lack of resilience in food systems 
 exposed to various shocks and stresses multiplies 
 the damage caused and negatively impacts on 
 food security and nutrition.


è During the early stages of the Covid–19 
pandemic, the resilience responses of the region’s 
food systems to shocks were numerous and diverse 
and have in large part allowed food systems to 
continue functioning. But these responses were 
limited to the food supply chain, neglecting the 
overall food environment and individual level 
filters, consumer choice and diets. These represent 
a critical link between food security and nutrition 
outcomes of food systems.



(14)è The affordability of healthy diet is a significant 
 challenge given that it currently costs five times 
 more than one that only meets dietary energy 
 needs through a starchy staple. Healthy diets are 
 unaffordable for more than 50 percent of the 
 region’s population, higher than the global average 
 of 38 percent. 


è All diets have hidden costs. While healthy 
 diets are generally more expensive, their hidden 
 health costs linked to NCDs (non–communicable 
 diseases) as well as climate change costs linked 
 to greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions are lower 
 compared to current consumption patterns in the 
 region. In fact, the full cost of current diets (USD 
 486 billion by 2030), accounting for hidden health 
 and climate change costs, is 20 percent higher than 
 that of healthy diets (USD 389.3 billion by 2030). 


è According to estimates in this report, the 
 adoption of healthy diets in the Arab Region 
 including sustainability could lead to a 96 percent 
 reduction in diet–related health costs according 
 to current consumption and to 34–77 percent 
 reduction in the diet–related social cost of GHG 
 emissions in 2030. Thus, shifting to healthy diets 
 will create significant savings that could be invested 
 now to lower the cost of nutritious foods.


è Fixing resilience in a way that supports 


sustainable healthy food systems across the region 
is imperative to end hunger, achieve food security 
and improve nutrition. A careful analysis of complex 
intersystem linkages and their implications on 
food security and nutrition is critical to implement 
a range of policy actions to shock proof food 
systems and move towards healthier diets that are 
affordable for everyone in the Arab Region.
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In 2015 the world put forward a series of 
 development goals designed to achieve a better 
 and more sustainable future for all. SDG 2 calls 
 for an end to hunger, achieving food security, 
 improved nutrition and promoting sustainable 
 agriculture by 2030. One–third of the way 
 towards the target year, according to current 
 trends, the NENA region is unlikely to achieve 
 the first two SDG 2 targets: ending hunger 
 (SDG Target 2.1) and all forms of malnutrition 
 (SDG Target 2.2).1  Not only are many countries 
 off track, but indicators are trending in the 
 opposite direction from that needed to meet 
 those targets. 


Part I of the Regional Overview of Food Security 
 and Nutrition in the Near East and North Africa 
 considers the latest available estimates of the 
 SDG 2 indicators and assesses the possibility 
 or otherwise of the Arab Region meeting 
 country–level targets under SDG 2. Part I.A 
 considers progress towards SDG hunger and 
 food insecurity targets, while Part I.B addresses 
 progress on global nutrition, including SDG 
 targets and those set by the WHA in 2012 and 


1 In this report the Arab Region includes the 22 member states of the Arab League: Algeria, Bahrain, Comoros, Djibouti, Egypt, Iraq, Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon, 
 Libya, Mauritania, Morocco, Oman, Palestine, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Somalia, Sudan, Syrian Arab Republic, Tunisia, United Arab Emirates and Yemen. 


2 The WHA is the decision–making and policy setting body of the WHO made up of delegations from all WHO Member States convening annually in Geneva, 
 Switzerland. The WHA endorsed a comprehensive implementation plan on maternal, infant and young child nutrition in 2012, and a Global Action Plan for 
 the Prevention and Control of NCDs in 2013.


2013. Previous editions of the Regional Overview 
 of Food Security and Nutrition in the Near East 
 and North Africa have discussed extensively 
 some of the reasons for the lack of progress on 
 hunger and nutrition (FAO RNE, 2016, 2017, 
 2018, 2019). Part I.C discusses those targets in 
 the context of the evidence in Parts I.A and I.B 
 on progress towards SDG 2 hunger, food security 
 and nutrition targets.


To implement SDG 2 the 2030 Agenda for 
 Sustainable Development (UN SDG, 2015) 
 outlined four indicators to measure fulfilment 
 (Table 1). SDG Target 2.1 on ending hunger 
 specifies two indicators and SDG Target 2.2 
 two indicators to assess fulfilment by 2030. 


In addition, the WHA set out intermediate 
 targets for 2025 on nutrition and NCDs, 


outlined in two action plans on maternal, infant 
and young child nutrition (WHO, 2012) and 
prevention and control of NCDs (WHO, 2013).2
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SDG AND WHA TARGETS AND INDICATORS


TARGETS INDICATORS TARGET AND YEAR


SDG TARGET 
 2.1


By 2030, end hunger and 
 ensure access by all people, 
 in  particular,  the  poor, 
 and  those  in  vulnerable 
 situations,  including 
 infants,  to  safe,  nutritious 
 and sufficient food all year 
 round.


2.1.1. Prevalence of undernourishment 


(PoU) Eliminate (<2.5%) by 2030


2.1.2.  Prevalence  of  moderate 
 or  severe  food  insecurity  in  the 
 population,  based  on  the  food 
 insecurity  experience  scale  (FIES)


Eliminate by 2030


SDG TARGET 
 2.2


By  2030,  end  all  forms  of 
 malnutrition,  including 
 achieving,  by  2025, 
 internationally  agreed 
 targets  on  stunting  and 
 wasting  in  children  under 
 5,  and  addressing  the 
 nutritional  needs  of 
 adolescent  girls,  pregnant 
 and  lactating  women  and 
 older persons.


2.2.1.  Prevalence  of  stunting  among 


children  under  5  Eliminate by 2030


2.2.2.  Prevalence  of  malnutrition 
 among children under 5 (wasting and 


overweight) Eliminate by 2030


NUTRITION WHA 
 AND NCD 


TARGETS


WHA nutrition targets*


Under 5 stunting 40%  reduction  in  the  number  of 
 children  (2025)


Anaemia  among  women  of 


reproductive  age 50%  reduction  in  prevalence 
 (2025)


Under 5 overweight  No increase in prevalence (2025)
 Rate of exclusive breastfeeding in the 


first 6 months Increase the rate to at least 50% 


(2025)


Under 5 wasting Reduce and maintain to less than 
 5% (2025)


WHA NCD targets* Prevalence of obesity in adults Halt the rise (2025)


*Among the WHA nutrition targets, this report does not consider low birth weight (30% reduction). Among the WHA NCD targets, only 
 obesity is considered. 


Source: UN–SDG, 2015, WHO, 2012, 2013. 



(19)This publication analyses the two SDG targets 
 focusing on hunger (Target 2.1) and malnutrition 
 (Target 2.2), as well as selected WHA targets 
 on nutrition and NCDs (Table 1). FAO is a 


custodian for SDG Target 2.1 on hunger and food 
 insecurity and is responsible for calculating, 


monitoring and disseminating the indicators on 
 achieving SDG Target 2.1. Indicator 2.1.1 is the 
 traditional FAO measurement for prevalence of 
 undernourishment and 2.1.2 builds on a relatively 
 new survey–based FIES indicator of moderate or 
 severe food insecurity in the population  (Box 1).


BOX 1.



THE TWO MAIN SDG 2 INDICATORS OF HUNGER AND FOOD SECURITY


SDG Goal 2, Target 2.1, is measured through two independent indicators of hunger and food insecurity: the PoU 
 and food insecurity measured by the FIES. The PoU measures the percentage of the population suffering caloric 
 deprivation based on data from the food balance sheets (FBS) and other information. The FIES is a survey–based 
 indicator of food insecurity based on answers to questions about limited access to food.  


The PoU is FAO’s indicator to monitor hunger using aggregate data on food available for human consumption from 
 country FBS and surveys of food consumption. It compares the distribution of average, daily dietary energy 
 consumption for each country with the distribution of dietary energy needs. The PoU returns an estimate of the 
 percentage of individuals in the reference population that suffer caloric deprivation. The 2020 PoU indicator series 
 should not be compared to previous editions as FAO produces a new series every year, often with improvements in 
 methodology and data. 


To compute an estimate of the PoU in a population for any given country, the probability distribution of habitual 
 dietary energy consumption (DEC) levels (measured in kcal per person per day) for the average individual is 
 modelled as a parametric probability density function, f(x). The indicator is obtained as the cumulative probability 
 that the habitual dietary energy consumption (x) is below the minimum dietary energy requirements (MDER)3.
 For the 2020 State of Food Security and Nutrition in the World FAO estimated the PoU for each region and for the 
 world through 2028–30. This was based on separate estimates of the underlying parameters of the probability 
 model for 2028–30, the MDER, the DEC and the coefficient of variation. 


Measuring the prevalence of food insecurity due to lack of money or other resources through the FIES is an estimate 
 of individual or household food access. The severity of food insecurity is based on survey data using a set of eight 
 questions which report conditions and experiences associated with limited access to food. Based on their responses 
 to these questions, individuals or households are assigned to one of three groups: food secure or only marginally 
 insecure; moderately food insecure; or severely food insecure. Calculations of prevalence of food insecurity result in 
 two classes: (1) moderately to severely food insecure; and (2) severely food insecure. Moderate food insecurity 
 means uncertainty about obtaining food, forcing individuals to reduce the quality or quantity of food during the year. 


It refers to a lack of consistent access to food, diminishing dietary quality with negative consequences for nutrition 
 and health. People facing severe food insecurity are likely to have run out of food, experienced hunger and, in 
 extreme circumstances, gone for days without eating, posing a grave risk to their health and life.


Source: FAO, IFAD, UNICEF, WFP and WHO, 2020.


3  PoU estimation is based on the following formula: PoU = ∫x<MDER f(x|θ)dx, where θ is a vector of parameters that characterizes the probability density 
function. The distribution is assumed to be lognormal, and thus fully described by only two parameters: the mean DEC, and its coefficient of variation.
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1.1 PROGRESS TOWARDS  HUNGER AND FOOD 



INSECURITY TARGETS


SDG Target 2.1 calls for the elimination of 
 hunger and food insecurity and is assessed 
 using the two FAO indicators for hunger and 
 food insecurity: the PoU and the prevalence of 
 food insecurity based on the FIES. According to 
 current indicators, the average PoU for the region 
 is trending upwards, meaning the region will 
 not meet SDG Target 2.1 on hunger. The two 
 FAO indicators on food insecurity have also 
 been trending upwards, though 2017–19 saw a 
 halt in this rise, as both severe and moderate to 
 severe indicators of food insecurity fell. It is not 
 possible to say whether this indicates a new trend 
 or a temporary respite. What is certain is that 
 based on current trends, it would require a major 
 reversal in both the hunger and food insecurity 
 indicators for the region to meet SGD Target 2.1. 



SDG Indicator 2.1.1. Prevalence of  undernourishment


Since at least 2000–02 there has been a sustained, 
 consistent decline in undernourishment in the 
 Arab countries. This downward trend came to a 
 halt in 2014–16, after which the indicator 


4 Conflict and non–conflict countries are identified on the basis of the Center for Systemic Peace data on Major Episodes of Political Violence, 2012–2018. The 
 cut–off of a minimum of  ten episodes of all interstate and civil violence was applied for disaggregating countries into conflict/non–conflict categories. Six 
 countries in the region fell into the category of conflict countries: Iraq, Libya, Somalia, Sudan, Syria and Yemen (https://www.systemicpeace.org/inscrdata.


html).


started to rise. Figure 1 illustrates the reasons for 
 the fall and rise. In the Arab region there is a 
 wide gap in the prevalence of hunger between 
 countries embroiled in conflict and those that 
 are not.4  Undernourishment in non–conflict 
 countries has ranged between 5 and 8 percent 
 since 2000–02 and has since trended downward. 


This level is about two to three times that of most 
 developed countries where undernourishment 
 is commonly less than 2.5 percent. Hunger in 
 conflict countries has been much higher than 
 in non–conflict countries, in the order of 24 to 
 30 percent (Figure 1) and trended downward up to 
 2014–16, after which it began to rise. 


The prevalence of undernourishment for the 
 region in Figure 1 is a population–weighted 
 average of the two series for conflict and 


non–conflict countries. The average prevalence of 
undernourishment was 12.2 percent in 2017–19, 
a slight increase from 2014–16. The rise in this 
average indicator was caused nearly exclusively 
by an increase in the PoU in the Arab conflict 
countries. Figure 1 also shows FAO’s projection of 
the prevalence of undernourishment for the Arab 
Region, for conflict countries and non–conflict 
countries based on current trends. All three 
indicators are projected to increase up to 2030 
with prevalence in conflict countries rising from 
25 to 30 percent. 



(21)FIGURE 1



PREVALENCE OF UNDERNOURISHMENT IN THE ARAB REGION, 2000-02 TO  2017-19, AND PROJECTION TO 2028-30


Table 2 shows the data underlying Figure 1 with 
 average prevalence of undernourishment trending 
 downward until 2014–16 and rising thereafter. 


This was driven by the pattern in conflict 
 countries, which fell through 2013–15 and 
 rose thereafter, and the series for non–conflict 
 countries which also fell through 2014–16 and 
 remained constant thereafter. The rising trend in 
 the series drives the FAO projected increase in 
 undernourishment for 2028–30. 


Proceeding to the individual country estimates 
 of Table 2, there are currently 22 countries in the 
 region. Reliable data for nearly half of these 


countries (nine) are missing. One of the primary 
 reasons is prolonged conflict and the difficulties 
 in producing reliable undernourishment 


estimates using pre–conflict data on income 
 distribution or food consumption (Libya, 
 Somalia, Syria, Yemen). The other countries 
 lacking data are a mixture of high income 
 (Bahrain and Qatar) and low or low–middle 
 income countries (Comoros, Djibouti, Palestine). 


From the estimates in Table 2, the PoU is trending 
 down in 9 of the 13 countries listed. Iraq and 
 Sudan are the only conflict countries which FAO 
 deems to have sufficiently reliable data to publish 
 undernourishment estimates, both exhibiting a 
 Note: The conflict countries aggregate includes the six currently in conflict: Iraq, Libya, Somalia, Sudan, Syria and Yemen. The non–conflict aggregate includes the other 16 countries of 
 the Arab region in the note to Table 2. 


Source: FAO FAOSTAT, 2020.
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(22)decline until 2014–16 and 2015–17 respectively, 
 followed by an increase. Other countries 
 where undernourishment is trending upwards 
 include Mauritania, Morocco and the United 
 Arab Emirates. Of the non–conflict countries, 
 Egypt, the most populous in the region, 
 exhibits declining undernourishment trends 


until 2015–17, after which the figures level off. 


Because of its large population (36 percent of 
 the total population of non–conflict countries 
 in 2020), the trend in Egypt had a large impact 
 on the overall trend for non–conflict countries 
 (UNDESA, 2020). 


TABLE 2.



PREVALENCE OF UNDERNOURISHMENT IN THE ARAB REGION AND SUB–REGIONS, 2007/09–2017/19 AND  2028/30 PROJECTION (%)


2007–09 2009–11 2011–13 2013–15 2014–16 2015–17 2016–18 2017–19* 2028–2030**


Total Arab Region 13.7 13.1 12.7 11.9 11.7 12.1 12.2 12.2 14.5


ARAB SUB-REGIONS
 Conflict   


countriesa 26.7 25.6 25.2 24.0 24.1 24.7 25.0 25.2 30.0


Non–conflict   


countriesb 6.4 6.1 5.8 5.3 5.1 5.2 5.3 5.2 8.2


COUNTRIES FOR WHICH RELIABLE DATA ARE AVAILABLE


Algeria 5.6 4.5 3.5 3.3 3.3 3.2 3.1 2.8


Egypt 5.7 5.4 5.2 4.8 4.8 4.7 4.7 4.7


Iraq 25.0 21.9 21.8 22.7 22.7 24.0 24.0 23.7


Jordan 6.7 7.2 8.6 9.0 9.0 8.6 8.7 8.5


Kuwait <2.5 <2.5 <2.5 <2.5 <2.5 <2.5 <2.5 <2.5


Lebanon 9.5 10.3 15 9.3 9.3 6.2 6.2 5.7


Mauritania 7.4 7.4 7.1 7.9 7.9 10.8 11.7 11.9


Morocco 5.7 5.6 4.9 4.1 4.1 3.8 4.0 4.3


Oman 9.8 9.2 7.3 6.9 6.9 8.1 8.2 7.8


Saudi Arabia 5.5 6 5.5 4.9 4.9 4.8 4.8 4.8


Sudan 20.2 21.8 19.9 13.3 13.3 11.9 12.2 12.4


Tunisia 3.9 3.5 3.2 2.7 2.7 <2.5 <2.5 <2.5


United Arab 


Emirates 8.2 6.4 4.5 3.0 3.0 2.8 3.0 3.1


Notes: *Projection. Reliable data for other countries are not available. Aggregates include imputed estimates for countries for which data 
 are not available: a. Iraq, Libya, Somalia, Sudan, Syria and Yemen; b. Algeria, Bahrain, Comoros, Djibouti, Egypt, Jordan, Kuwait, 
 Lebanon, Mauritania, Morocco, Oman, Palestine, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Tunisia and United Arab Emirates.


** The projections up to 2030 do not reflect the potential impact of the Covid–19 pandemic.


Source: FAOSTAT, 2020. Projections for 2028–30 are from the PoU projection tool at http://www.fao.org/publications/sofi/2020/en/ 
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NUMBER OF UNDERNOURISHED IN THE ARAB REGION AND SUB–REGIONS, 2007/09–2017/19 AND 2028/30  PROJECTION (MILLION)


2005–07 2007–09 2009–11 2011–13 2013–15 2015–17 2016–18 2017–19* 2028–30**


Total Arab 


Region 45.6 46.4 46.5 47.1 46.2 48.7 50.3 51.4 75.3


ARAB SUB-REGIONS
 Conflict 


countriesa 31.8 32.4 32.5 33.2 32.9 35.1 36.2 37.1 59.1


Non–conflict 


countriesb 13.9 14.0 14.0 13.9 13.3 13.7 14.1 14.3 16.1


COUNTRIES FOR WHICH RELIABLE DATA ARE AVAILABLE


Algeria 2.2 2 1.6 1.3 1.3 1.3 1.3 1.2


Egypt 4.7 4.5 4.5 4.5 4.3 4.5 4.6 4.6


Iraq 6.9 7.1 6.5 7 7.8 8.8 9 9.1


Jordan 0.3 0.4 0.5 0.7 0.8 0.8 0.8 0.9


Kuwait n.r. n.r. n.r. n.r. n.r. n.r. n.r. n.r.


Lebanon 0.5 0.5 0.5 0.8 0.6 0.4 0.4 0.4


Mauritania 0.3 0.2 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.5 0.5 0.5


Morocco 1.8 1.8 1.8 1.6 1.4 1.3 1.4 1.6


Oman 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.4 0.4 0.4


Saudi 


Arabia 1.1 1.4 1.6 1.6 1.5 1.5 1.6 1.6


Sudan 6.5 6.7 7.5 7.2 5.1 4.8 5 5.2


Tunisia 0.4 0.4 0.4 0.3 0.3 n.r. n.r. n.r.


United Arab 


Emirates 0.5 0.6 0.5 0.4 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.3


Notes: *Projection. Reliable data for other countries are not available. Aggregates include imputed estimates for countries for which data 
 are unavailable: a. Iraq, Libya, Somalia, Sudan, Syria and Yemen; b. Algeria, Bahrain, Comoros, Djibouti, Egypt, Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon, 
 Mauritania, Morocco, Oman, Palestine, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Tunisia and United Arab Emirates.


** The projections up to 2030 do not reflect the potential impact of the Covid–19 pandemic.


Source: FAO FAOSTAT, 2020. Projections for 2028–30 are from the PoU projection tool at http://www.fao.org/publications/sofi/2020/en/.


The absolute number of undernourished in the 
 Arab Region has been increasing steadily since 
 2015–17 and that trend is projected to continue 


into the future (Table 3) from 51 million in 2017–19 
to 75 million by 2028–30, with 92 percent of the 
2017–19 increase in conflict countries.  



(24)As Table 2 and Table 3 show, the Arab Region as a 
 whole is not on track to reach SDG Target 2.1 and 
 eliminate hunger. In fact, FAO projects increased 
 undernourishment in the region from current 
 levels in both conflict and non–conflict countries. 



SDG indicator 2.1.2. Prevalence of moderate  or severe food insecurity based on FIES


Average food insecurity in the Arab region based 
 on the FIES exhibits a pattern similar to that of 


the PoU, growing since 2014–16, followed by a 
 slight decline (Table 4). The prevalence of both 
 severe and moderate to severe food insecurity in 
 conflict countries rose every year since 2014–16. 


In non–conflict countries, food insecurity rose 
 after 2014–16 and then slightly decreased. 


Thus, the trends in food insecurity, both severe 
 and moderate to severe, in the region have been 
 roughly consistent with the undernourishment 
 trends in Table 2.  


TABLE 4.



PREVALENCE OF PEOPLE AFFECTED BY FOOD INSECURITY IN THE ARAB REGION AND SUB–REGIONS,     2014/16–2017/19 (%)


  SEVERE MODERATE OR SEVERE


  2014–2016 2015–2017 2016–2018 2017–2019 2014–2016 2015–2017 2016–2018 2017–2019
 Total Arab 


Region 11.0 11.5 11.7 11.4 30.1 31.8 32.8 32.6


ARAB SUB–REGIONS
 Conflict 


countries 14.8 15.9 16.6 16.9 39.2 41.0 42.1 42.8


Non–conflict 


countries 9.0 9.1 9.0 8.4 25.2 26.9 27.8 27.1


COUNTRIES


Algeria 13.0 12.7 11.4 9.3 22.9 21.5 19.7 17.6


Egypt 8.4 9.0 8.9 7.8 27.8 33.0 36.0 34.2


Kuwait 4.9 4.9 4.9 4.9 12.6 12.4 12.3 12.3


Libya 11.2 12.4 14.3 16.8 29.1 30.9 33.2 35.9


Mauritania 14.2 18.7 22.1 22.4 31.6 37.6 42.5 44.8


Morocco n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. 25.9


Palestine n.a. n.a. 4.4 4.4 n.a. n.a. 26.3 26.3


Tunisia 9.1 9.3 9.1 9.1 18.2 19.4 20.0 20.0


Sudan 13.4 14.4 15.4 16.4 41.4 43.9 46.4 48.9


Notes: n.a.: Not available. Reliable data for other countries are not available nor are there estimates for missing countries.


Source: FAO FAOSTAT, 2020.



(25)TABLE 5.



NUMBER OF PEOPLE AFFECTED BY FOOD INSECURITY IN THE ARAB REGION AND SUB–REGIONS,          2014/16–2017/19 (MILLION)


SEVERE MODERATE OR SEVERE


2014–2016 2015–2017 2016–2018 2017–2019 2014–2016 2015–2017 2016–2018 2017–2019
 Total Arab 


Region 43.7 46.4 48.1 47.8 119.4 128.7 135.2 137.0


ARAB SUB-REGIONS
 Conflict 


countries  20.7 22.6 24.0 25.0 54.6 58.1 60.8 63.2


Non–conflict 


countries 23.0 23.8 24.1 22.9 64.7 70.6 74.3 73.8


COUNTRIES


Algeria 5.2 5.1 4.7 3.9 9.1 8.7 8.2 7.4


Egypt 7.8 8.5 8.6 7.6 25.7 31.1 34.8 33.6


Kuwait 0.2 0.2 0.2 0.2 0.5 0.5 0.5 0.5


Libya 0.7 0.8 0.9 1.1 1.9 2.0 2.2 2.4


Mauritania 0.6 0.8 0.9 1.0 1.3 1.6 1.8 2.0


Morocco n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. 9.3


Palestine n.a. n.a. 0.2 0.2 n.a. n.a. 1.3 1.3


Sudan 5.2 5.8 6.3 6.8 16.1 17.5 19.0 20.4


Tunisia 1.0 1.1 1.0 1.1 2.0 2.2 2.3 2.3


Notes: n.a.: Not available. Reliable data for other countries are not available nor are there estimates for missing countries. 


Source: FAO FAOSTAT, 2020.


While the absolute number of the severely 
 food insecure peaked in 2016–18 and fell in 
 2017–19 (Table 5), uncertainty about access to food 


continues to increase in the region. The number 
of moderately or severely food insecure people 
continues to increase. 
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1.2 PROGRESS TOWARDS  GLOBAL NUTRITION 



TARGETS


This section presents the latest estimates of 
 progress towards the following global nutrition 
 targets: a) Target 2.2 of the SDGs to eliminate 
 all forms of malnutrition, to be achieved by 
 2030; b) Targets on maternal, infant and young 
 child nutrition to be achieved by 2025, endorsed 
 by the WHA in 2012; and c) NCD targets to be 
 achieved by 2025, endorsed by the WHA in 2013. 


While WHA 2012 targets were initially to be 
 achieved by 2025, some have been adjusted and 
 extended up to 2030 to align with the 2030 SDG 
 agenda5.


The trend analysis is provided only for selected 
 WHA targets as listed in Table 1 above.



SDG indicators 2.2.1 and 2.2.2 on child  malnutrition


Table 6 shows the latest available estimates on the 
 status of malnutrition of under 5 children for the 
 Arab Region published by the inter–agency team 
 at the UNICEF, WHO and the World Bank (WB) 
 (UNICEF–WHO–WB, 2020), as well as the public 
 health significance of those estimates according 


5  The global nutrition targets to be achieved by 2030 are as follows: stunting children under 5 – 50 percent reduction;  anaemia in women of reproductive 
 age – 50 per cent reduction; low birth weight – 30 per cent reduction; childhood overweight – less than 3 per cent; exclusive breastfeeding – up to at least 70 
 per cent; wasting – less than 3 per cent.



  


to the WHO classification. The table is divided 
 into two parts, reflecting the survey year of the 
 data, before and after 2010. The older estimates 
 in Table 6 have likely changed and are thus less 
 reliable as an indicator of the current status of 
 child malnutrition. Box 2 defines and lists some of 
 the consequences of the main nutritional status 
 indicators for children under 5.


Based on the WHO classification of malnutrition 
 severity as a public health problem, the Arab 
 States have relatively high levels of stunting 
 and medium levels of overweight in children 
 under 5. The conflict countries, as expected, 
 show high levels of undernutrition (stunting 
 and wasting), while the non–conflict countries 
 show high levels of overweight and medium 
 levels of undernutrition. Some countries in 
 the region (Comoros, Egypt, Libya and Syria) 
 appear to be caught in a “double burden” of 
 malnutrition with high levels of stunting and 
 overweight. Others (Iraq, Jordan, Kuwait, 
 Oman and Palestine) seem to have done 
 comparatively well on indicators of both 
 undernutrition and overweight. There seems to 
 be only a weak correlation between the income 
 status of the countries in these two categories. 


The “double burden” countries are a mixture of 
low, lower–middle and upper–middle–income 
countries, while the comparatively well–off 
countries include lower–middle, upper–middle 
and high–income countries.
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CHILDREN’S NUTRITIONAL STATUS FOR ARAB REGION AND PUBLIC HEALTH SIGNIFICANCE, LATEST YEAR     


CHILDREN, 0–5, PREVALENCE, LATEST 


YEAR DATA PUBLIC HEALTH SIGNIFICANCE


SURVEY 
 WASTING  YEAR


(%) OVERWEIGHT 


(%) STUNTING 


(%) WASTING OVERWEIGHT STUNTING


Total Arab Region 9.2 9.9 22.5 Medium Medium High 2013


ARAB SUB-REGIONS


Conflict countries 11.8 6.6 30.3 High Medium Very High 2012


Non–conflict countries 7.2 12.4 16.6 Medium High Medium 2012


COUNTRIES, DATA AFTER 2010


Algeria 4.1 12.4 11.7 Low High Medium 2012–13


Comoros 11.2 10.6 31.1 High High Very high 2012


Djibouti 21.5 8.1 33.5 Very high Medium Very high 2012


Egypt 9.5 15.7 22.3 Medium Very high High 2014


Iraq 3.0 6.1 12.6 Low Medium Medium 2018


Jordan 2.4 4.7 7.8 Very low Low Low 2012


Kuwait 2.5 5.5 6.4 Low Medium Low 2017


Libya 10.2 29.6 38.1 High Very high Very high 2014


Mauritania 11.5 1.5 22.8 High Very low High 2018


Morocco 2.6 10.9 15.1 Low High Medium 2017–18


Oman 9.3 4.2 11.4 Medium Low Medium 2017


Palestine 1.2 8.2 7.4 Very low Medium Low 2014


Sudan 16.3 3.0 38.2 Very high Low Low 2014


Tunisia 2.1 17.2 8.4 Very low Very high Low 2018


Yemen 16.4 2.5 46.4 Very high Low Very high 2013


DATA BEFORE 2010


Bahrain 6.6 13.6 Medium Medium 1995


Lebanon 6.6 16.7 16.5 Medium Very high Medium 2004


Qatar 2.1 10.4 11.6 Very low High Medium 1995


Saudi Arabia 11.8 6.1 9.3 High Medium Low 2004–05


Somalia 14.3 3.0 25.3 High Low High 2009


Syria 11.5 17.9 27.9 High Very high High 2009–10


Source: UNICEF–WHO–WB, 2020; WHO, 2010.



(28)Stunting indicates that a child has not achieved their genetic potential for height (Golden, 2009). A child whose 
 height is more than two deviations below the WHO standard is considered stunted (WHO Multicentre Growth 
 Reference Study Group, 2006). Stunting may be caused by retarded intrauterine growth, inadequate nutrition to 
 support the development of infants and young children and frequent infections during early life (Pendergast and 
 Humphrey, 2014). Stunting usually reflects the persistent, cumulative effects of poor nutrition and other deficits that 
 may span several generations and can adversely affect the cognitive and physical growth of children, making for 
 poor performance in school and lower lifetime incomes. 


Prevalence cut–off values for public health significance for stunting are as follows: very low <2.5; low 2.5 –<10; 


medium 10–<20; high 20–<30; very high >=30.


Wasting refers to children who do not gain weight according to their genetic capacity. It indicates acute malnutrition 
 and increases the risk of death in childhood from infectious diseases such as diarrhoea, pneumonia and measles. 


Prevalence cut–off values for public health significance for wasting are as follows: very low <2.5; low 2.5 –<5; 


medium 5–<10; high 10–<15; very high >=15.


The prevalence of overweight in children is defined by the WHO child growth standards for overweight and obesity 
 in infants and young children up to age 5 (WHO Overweight, 2019). The recent global increase in childhood 
 overweight is linked to diet changes with increased intake of highly processed, energy–dense foods high in fat and 
 sugar and the trend towards less physical activity. 


Prevalence cut–off values for public health significance for child overweight are as follows: very low <2.5; low 2.5 
 –<5; medium 5–<10; high 10–<15; very high >=15. 


Sources: WHO, 2010; WHO, 2014; WHO overweight, 2019.


BOX 2. 



DEFINITIONS AND CONSEQUENCES OF THE MAIN NUTRITIONAL STATUS INDICATORS  FOR CHILDREN UNDER 5


WHA indicators on nutrition and 
 non–communicable disease


The World Health Assembly laid out specific 
 intermediate targets for maternal, infant and 
 young child nutrition (WHO, 2012) and on the 
 prevention and control of NCDs (WHO, 2013) 
 to be achieved by 2025 (Table 1). The last section 
 reported the latest figures on child malnutrition. 


Table 7 shows the latest estimates of anaemia in 
 women of reproductive age, the percentage of 
 infants exclusively breastfed up to six months 
 of age and the prevalence of adult obesity. 


Anaemia is measured as the proportion of women 
 between 15 and 49 with haemoglobin (Hb) 
 concentration below a threshold level (<120 g/l 
 for non–pregnant and lactating women, <110 


g/l for pregnant women, adjusted for altitude 
 and smoking habits) and occurs when the red 
 blood cells do not carry enough oxygen to the 
 body tissues. The public health significance 
 of anaemia in women of reproductive age 
 is moderate throughout the region with the 
 exception of a group of high–income countries 
 (such as Bahrain, Saudi Arabia) and low–income 
 ones (such as Somalia and Yemen) where it is a 
 severe public health problem. The most common 
 cause of anaemia is low consumption of iron–rich 
 foods, e.g. meat products, legumes and/or 


inadequate iron absorption. This often leads to 
iron deficiency, which accounts for most anaemia 
globally. Iron deficiency during pregnancy is a 
risk factor for preterm delivery, low birth weight 
and poor neonatal health (Allen, 2000). 
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SELECTED WHA INDICATORS OF MATERNAL AND INFANT NUTRITION AND NON–COMMUNICABLE DISEASE FOR  THE ARAB REGION (LATEST ESTIMATES)


PREVALENCE OF ANAEMIA (%) EXCLUSIVE BREASTFEEDING (%)


PREVALENCE OF ADULT OBESITY 
 (% OF POPULATION 18 YEARS 


AND OLDER), 2016
 AMONG WOMEN 


REPRODUCTIVE OF 
 AGE (15–49), 


2016


PUBLIC HEALTH 
 SIGNIFICANCE


AMONG INFANTS 
 FOR FIRST 6 
 MONTHS (% OF 
 CHILDREN, 0–6 


MONTHS)


SURVEY YEAR


Total Arab Region 35.1 Moderate 38.7 27.0


COUNTRIES


Algeria 35.7 Moderate 25.4 2012 27.4


Bahrain 42.0 Severe n.d.   29.8


Comoros 29.3 Moderate 11.4 2012 7.8


Djibouti 32.7 Moderate 12.4 2012 13.5


Egypt 28.5 Moderate 39.5 2014 32.0


Iraq 29.1 Moderate 25.8 2018 30.4


Jordan 34.7 Moderate 25.4 2017 35.5


Kuwait 23.8 Moderate n.d.   37.9


Lebanon 31.2 Moderate n.d.   32.0


Libya 32.5 Moderate n.d.   32.5


Mauritania 37.2 Moderate 40.33 2018 12.7


Morocco 36.9 Moderate 35.0 2017 26.1


Oman 38.2 Moderate 23.2 2017 27.0


Palestine n.d. 38.1 2014


Qatar 27.7 Moderate 29.3 2012 35.1


Saudi Arabia 42.9 Severe n.d.   35.4


Somalia 44.4 Severe 5.3 2009 8.3


Sudan 30.7 Moderate 54.6 2014 n.d.


Syria 33.6 Moderate 42.6 2009 27.8


Tunisia 31.2 Moderate 13.5 2018 26.9


United Arab 


Emirates 27.8 Moderate n.d.   31.7


Yemen 69.6 Severe 9.7 2013 17.1


Note: n.d. = No data. 


Sources: WHO Global Health, 2020 (obesity); WHO Global Targets, 2020 (anaemia and breastfeeding); WHO, 2015 (anaemia public health significance).



(30)FIGURE 2. 



HISTOGRAM OF ADULT OBESITY PREVALENCE IN THE ARAB REGION, 2016 


WHO and UNICEF recommend initiation of 
 breastfeeding within one hour of birth, exclusive 
 breastfeeding for the first six months of life, with 
 continued breastfeeding up to 2 years of age 
 or beyond, accompanied by solid foods (WHO, 
 2019). Based on meta–analyses of breastfeeding 
 outcomes in children and mothers, children who 
 are breastfed for longer have lower morbidity 
 and mortality from infections compared to those 
 breastfed for shorter periods or not breastfed at 
 all (Victora et al., 2016). The data in Table 7 are 
 therefore disappointing as they indicate less 
 than 40 percent of women exclusively breastfeed 
 through the first six months of their child’s life. 


Only a handful of countries in the region stand 
 out, where between 40 and 50 percent of infants 
 are breastfed for the first six months of life: 


Egypt, Mauritania, Sudan and Syria. 


With 27 percent of the adult population obese, 
 the Arab region ranked second in the world for 
 obesity after the Americas with 28.6 percent 


(WHO Global Health, 2020). Forty–five percent 
 of the countries in the region had between 31 
 and 40 percent obesity and 30 percent had a 
 prevalence between 21 and 30 percent (Figure 2). 


Obesity is a risk factor for a wide range of health 
 problems, such as type 2 diabetes, high blood 
 pressure, heart disease, strokes, certain types of 
 cancer, osteoarthritis, liver and kidney disease 
 (CDC, 2020) and represents one of the greatest 
 health challenges in the region. 


The centrality of obesity as a health risk factor in 
 the Arab Region is worth underlining. While the 
 theme of this year’s Regional Overview is 
 resilience, it is difficult to achieve food system 
 resilience without due attention to the need to 
 transform the food system to ensure healthy diets 
 for all. The 2019 edition of the Regional Overview 
 (FAO–RNE et al, 2020) discussed measures for 
 rethinking food systems to achieve healthy diets 
 and improved nutrition in the region.  See Figure 2, 
 data based on Table 5.
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