Food Insecurity,
Conflict, and Stability
KIMBERLY FLOWERS

FOOD INSECURITY IS BOTH A CONSEQUENCE AND A CAUSE OF CONFLICT, MAKING IT INEXORABLY
LINKED WITH POLITICAL STABILITY AT REGIONAL, NATIONAL, AND INTERNATIONAL LEVELS. Lack of access to affordable food has proven to trigger revolutions and spark unrest across the world. The first signs of
the Arab Spring were riots in Algeria and Tunisia in 2011 over dramatic increases in the prices of dietary staples
such as sugar, oil, and flour. The food-price crisis of 2007–2008 caused dozens of protests across the globe,
serving as a wakeup call to the international community and the United States that investments in sustainable
agricultural development are critical to political stability and national security.
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Meanwhile, Yemen is facing a possible famine
brought on by the perfect storm of severe drought
and violent conflict. Civil war threats from numerous rebel groups have exacerbated an already-weak
system: before the crisis, 42 percent of the popula-
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Syria is the biggest humanitarian crisis of this generation, and the situation continues to deteriorate.
Nearly 10 million Syrians are unable to meet their
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Evidence of food as a weapon of war is rampant
across all factions and dimensions of the Syrian
conflict. President Assad is waging a starvation cam-

rency, and soaring staple food prices could result in
famine conditions in 2016 if South Sudan does not
receive sufficient humanitarian aid.
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Despite its impressive economic growth rates
over the past decade, Nigeria has a delicate
hold on food security in the northeastern part
of the country due to the Islamic extremist
group Boko Haram. Their brutal attacks, the
government-led counterinsurgency, and ongoing ethnic clashes are responsible for displacing an estimated 1.5 to 2.5 million people, many of whom depend on agriculture for
their livelihoods. Refugees who are able to
return home often find their land, crops, and
livestock destroyed. In a country where more
than 60 percent of the massive and growing
population lives in extreme poverty, these
types of shocks have a deep impact.
Nigeria’s import dependency does not help.
It is the second-largest sugar, fish, and rice

Nearly 10 million

importer in the world, relying on large exporter countries like China to supply the 2
million metric tons of rice its population consumes each year. With food imports growing
at an unsustainable rate of 11 percent and
below-average staple crop yields three years
in a row, Nigeria’s food security is not stable
enough to handle additional civil strife. Food
insecurity will likely remain at emergency levels in northeast Nigeria well into 2016, pushing
millions more in dire need of humanitarian aid.
Regional and international security will continue to impact and be fueled by the hunger
levels of affected populations. Building food
security in countries like Syria, Yemen, South
Sudan, and Nigeria is complex and costly. The
United States has defined itself as a leader in
addressing global food security. Now is the
time to sustain that commitment to countries
that need it the most.
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Syrians are unable
to meet their
daily food needs.

