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T he development of Yemen’s National 
Food Security Strategy was motivated 
by the strong impacts of the recent 

food, fuel, and financial global crises on the 
country’s economy and its people. In addition, 
policymakers understand that improving food 
security will be key in achieving economic 
prosperity and national security. The National 
Food Security Strategy adopts the universally 
accepted definition of food security as 
occurring “when all people, at all times, have 
physical, social, and economic access to 
sufficient, safe, and nutritious food to meet 
their dietary needs and food preferences for 
an active and healthy life.”  This definition 
does not fit a significant portion of Yemen’s 
population—its food insecurity level is among 
the highest in the world.

Overview and Action Plan

YEMEN NATIONAL  
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The National Food Security Strategy addresses food 
security at the national level (macrolevel food security) 
and at the household and individual levels (microlevel 
food security), emphasizing that improving food security 
is a cross-sector challenge. Macrolevel food security is not 
equal to national food self-sufficiency; it simply means that 
a country has enough food to feed all of its people. The 
population’s food demand can be met by the country’s 
own food production, food imports, or, usually, a combina-
tion of the two. In Yemen’s case, limited production-side 
potential and rapidly increasing food demand mean an 
adequate supply of food can only be achieved by trad-
ing in the global market. But in order to be able to import 
food, Yemen must export enough goods and services to 
generate foreign exchange. In 2000, Yemen used roughly 
10 percent of its export earnings to import food, putting 
it slightly below the international average. By 2007, it was 
using 25 percent of its export earnings for the same pur-
pose, representing a significant deterioration in the coun-
try’s macrolevel food security.

Microlevel food security considers both household 
food security and the intrahousehold distribution of 
food. Yemen’s microlevel food insecurity—32 percent—is 
“alarming” in an international context: only 10 countries 
experience greater food insecurity according to IFPRI’s 
Global Hunger Index. This problem is magnified in rural 
areas, where 37 percent of the population is food inse-
cure, compared with 18 percent in urban areas (Figure 1). 
Of Yemen’s 7.5 million food insecure people, 6.4 million 
live in rural areas. Rural food insecurity is highest among 
nonfarm households, which are home to more than half 
of Yemen’s food insecure. The proportion of food-insecure 
people in rural areas is lowest for farm households, but it 
is still more than 10 percentage points higher than that of 
the urban population. Among farmers, food insecurity is 
highest for those who make their living raising livestock.

Yemen’s high rate of food insecurity at both the 
macro and microlevels leads to the high prevalence of 
moderate and severe child malnutrition, which threatens 
Yemen’s future social and economic development. About 
60 percent of children under the age of five in Yemeni 
households are stunted, or too short for their age (Figure 
2); more than 40 percent are underweight, or too light 
for their age. Child stunting and underweight follow the 
pattern of the country’s food insecurity: they are far more 
widespread in rural areas than in urban areas. Stunting 
affects 67 percent of children in rural areas, compared with 
54 percent in urban areas, and almost half of all children in 
rural areas are underweight, compared with 
39 percent in urban areas.

Objectives 
Facing this alarming situation, the Government of Yemen, 
under the leadership of the Ministry of Planning and Inter-
national Cooperation, developed a joint vision on food 
security: all Yemeni people should have access to sufficient 
and nutritious food at all times to live an active, produc-
tive, and healthy life. To translate this vision into action, the 
National Food Security Committee has formulated a set 
of concrete goals as a yardstick against which success in 
implementing the National Food Security Strategy can 
be measured.

1. Cut food insecurity by one-third by 2015.
2. Make 90 percent of the population food secure by 2020.
3. Reduce child malnutrition by at least one percentage 

point per year.
To reach these goals, the National Food Security Strategy 
sets out a 7-Point Action Plan. 

7-Point Action Plan for 
Achieving Food Security 
1. REFORM PETROLEUM SUbSIDIES.

The Government of Yemen 
made a first step toward 
reforming petroleum subsi-
dies by increasing fuel prices 
in 2010. However, simply 
phasing out the petroleum 
subsidy would increase food 
insecurity because higher fuel 
prices affect farmers and the 
urban food insecure most. To 
stabilize food security during 
the reform period—and even 
improve it—the ample bud-
getary savings from reform 
should be used to finance a 
combination of direct transfers 
and productivity-enhancing 
investments. Transfer pay-
ments alone only curb the 
rise in food insecurity in 
the short run, but the addi-
tion of public investments 
in infrastructure (related to 
utilities, transport, trade, and 
construction) fosters food 
security and sustainable eco-
nomic growth. The combina-
tion of direct transfers and 
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Figure 1. Food Insecurity by Severity in 2009

Source: Government of Yemen, Ministry of Planning and International Cooperation, and International Food 
Policy Research Institute (IFPRI), based on 2005–06 Household Budget Survey data.
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investment is a promising strategy for joining the subsidy 
reform with the promotion of sustainable development. 
Transfers, investments, and resulting long-term produc-
tivity gains complement each other and lead to reduced 
food insecurity and poverty.

2. IMPROvE THE bUSINESS CLIMATE. 
Policymakers can significantly contribute to food security by 
facilitating private-sector-driven growth through improve-
ment of the investment climate for both domestic and 
international investors. Currently, foreign direct invest-
ments are largely concentrated in the hydrocarbon sectors 
(oil and gas). However, it is important to attract investors in 
nonhydrocarbon sectors because these sectors link with 
more parts of the economy, create more jobs, and employ 
more food-insecure people. Foreign direct investment 
inflows also come with new technology and fresh market 
opportunities that create a more productive labor force 
and enhance management skills. Investors should be 
encouraged to develop promising rural sectors such as 
mining, food processing, and tourism, which will gener-
ate employment in rural areas and help the poorest gain 
food security. (These new jobs may require training to 
prepare the food insecure for participation in the labor 
market, which will be discussed in point 7 below.) To allow 
the private sector to create this economic diversification, 
investment-climate improvements should include better 
access to credit, protection of investors, and development 
of a more pro-private-investment tax regime.

3. REDUCE qAT PRODUCTION AND CONSUMPTION.
Yemen faces a serious crisis as its demand for water contin-
ues to exceed its renewable supply. Agriculture, which can 
make an important contribution to rural development and 
food security, is constrained by the lack of water; water 
scarcity and contamination threaten the health of many 
households. And in all of this, qat emerges as the major 
culprit, consuming more than 40 percent of Yemen’s water 
supply. Thus, sharply reducing qat consumption is vital for 
avoiding drought, achieving nonqat agricultural growth, 
and meeting Yemen’s food security goals. However, 

measures to reduce qat con-
sumption may meet sharp 
resistance from the Yemeni 
people. Policy measures will 
require a communication 
campaign to provide com-
prehensive information on 
their necessity and urgency. 
The benefits of a qat tax will 
outweigh the difficulties of 
implementation: it is likely 
to discourage people from 
excessive consumption, allow 
Yemen to use its water supply 
more effectively, and gener-
ate additional revenue for the 
government—all of which 
make the population more 
food secure. The tax revenue 
should be invested in agricul-
ture and water infrastructure 
and used for the promotion 
of alternatives to qat produc-
tion, such as cereals and coffee 
production, and processing 
of agricultural products. If this 
”qat reduction for agricultural 
development” strategy is 
implemented properly, farmers 

will be more than compensated for the loss of qat revenues, 
and Yemen’s food security will improve.

4. IMPROvE FOOD SECURITY RISk MANAgEMENT.
Yemen is very vulnerable to global food price shocks and 
disasters, so the country must develop appropriate risk-
management mechanisms. First, the cereal import market 
must be made more competitive. Currently, the market 
is dominated by a small number of importers, which 
increases local cereals prices even in relatively stable eco-
nomic circumstances. Appropriate laws and regulations 
that increase competitiveness will make an important 
contribution to improving food security. Second, the 
government should hedge against extreme price fluctua-
tions caused by emergency situations such as the 2007–08 
global food crisis. This can be achieved through national 
grain reserves, regional grain reserves, or hedging in inter-
national markets. For any type of price risk management, 
an effective market-price-monitoring system will be criti-
cal for effective decisionmaking. Third, the government 
should recognize the role of social transfers in building 
economic resilience among vulnerable communities. 
Social transfers can include direct transfers, cash-for-work 
programs, community asset building through public 
works, assistance in starting microenterprises, and nutri-
tion and health programs. The government should use the 
political opportunities that arise from food-price crises and 
disasters to incorporate risk management into the overall 
economic development planning framework. Strong col-
laboration among governmental agencies, the private 
sector, and Yemen’s international partners is absolutely 
essential for success.

5. IMPLEMENT THE wATER-SECTOR STRATEgY.
Yemen’s water tables are quickly falling and water quality 
and accessibility are substandard. Water-sector reform is 
crucial for achieving the country’s food security goals and 
sustaining accelerated development. Yemen’s future food 
security depends heavily on reducing overall groundwater 
use and redistributing water used for agriculture to more 
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Figure 2. Prevalence of Stunting among Children by governorate in 2006

Source: Government of Yemen, Ministry of Planning and International Cooperation, and International Food 
Policy Research Institute (IFPRI), based on 2005–06 Household Budget Survey data.
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promising economic activities and human consump-
tion. Important steps toward efficient and sustainable 
water management are (1) strengthening capacity for and 
implementation of integrated water resources manage-
ment, including groundwater monitoring and control 
and improved water quality; (2) managing environmental 
impacts, including promoting environmental protection 
and building partnerships with the private sector on efflu-
ent and waste water; (3) developing water-resource and 
water-use efficiency by protecting user rights; (4) deliver-
ing efficient, low-cost projects on a demand-driven basis 
by enhancing the efficiency of project implementation, 
improving coordination, and decentralizing; (5) strength-
ening institutions to allow them to play their role in pro-
moting efficient water use; and (6) enhancing resource 
sustainability and quality through improved watershed 
management.

6. TARgET PUbLIC INvESTMENT AND IMPROvE  
SERvICE PROvISION.
In recent years, Yemen has spent more on petroleum 
subsidies than on education, health, and social transfers 
combined, and compared with other Middle Eastern and 
North African countries, it under-spends on infrastructure, 
agriculture, and health. From a spatial perspective, public 
spending across governorates does not seem to be aligned 
with food security levels, indicating a lack of efficiency 
and targeting. A comprehensive public investment review 
must be conducted to better align public investments with 
Yemen’s development objectives in general and its food 
security strategy in particular across sectors and governor-
ates. Once the right amount of money is being directed to 
the places that need it most, the government must focus 
on how the money is being used. Often, physical infra-
structure exists but the services provided are not satisfac-
tory. Evaluation and monitoring of service provision quality 
and investment efficiency in all sectors will thus be needed 
for better outcomes. However, additional investment is 
also required, particularly to upgrade the rural drinking-
water supply and rural roads. Key services to target include 
programs related to breastfeeding education, nutrition 
education, hygiene awareness building, family planning, 

birth aftercare, and child-growth monitoring, in addition 
to existing birth assistance and immunization services. 

7. LAUNCH HIgH-LEvEL AwARENESS CAMPAIgNS.
The Yemeni government should launch three national 
campaigns at the highest political level (for example, as 
“presidential campaigns”). First, a national family planning 
program should be implemented. Such a program should 
be strongly integrated with primary healthcare and should 
involve religious leaders. Second, a high-level campaign 
should be launched to address the lack of nutrition and 
health knowledge among Yemenis. This nutritional educa-
tion program should cover a wide range of topics, includ-
ing dietary diversity and micronutrient malnutrition. Third, 
a campaign should focus on the acceleration of women’s 
empowerment. The evidence clearly shows that gender 
inequality goes hand in hand with malnutrition. The cam-
paign should focus on improving women’s educational 
attainment, economic participation, health status, and 
political empowerment.

Policy Implications
If this 7-Point Action Plan is implemented, Yemen can 
reach its 2015 and 2020 food security goals. Given the 
strategy’s comprehensive nature, this strategy can make an 
important contribution to Yemen’s development policies 
over the next decade. However, policymakers must quickly 
move from stating goals to making the required policy 
reforms and designing the specific investment plans and 
programs to implement them. In addition, the implemen-
tation of policies, investments, and programs proposed in 
this strategy will be most effective when conducted in a 
transparent and inclusive manner that includes effective 
follow-up, evidence-based decisionmaking, and appro-
priate monitoring and evaluation. Implementation will 
require an appropriate institutional design and significant 
efforts to strengthen capacities in all ministries involved. 
Perhaps most importantly, successful implementation will 
demand decisive leadership and the commitment of all 
key ministries to collaborate toward making Yemen’s food 
security vision reality.
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