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M ore than one-third of Yemen’s 
population is food insecure. Food 
security means that there is enough 

food for everyone in the country and that the 
available food provides the right nutrients 
to ensure a healthy population. In order to 
guarantee that both aspects of food security are 
addressed, Yemen must adopt a multifaceted 
approach. First, the government should control 
population growth and reduce pressure on the 
food supply through a firm family-planning 
program. To ensure the health and nutrition 
of the population, health services should also 
be expanded and improved. And finally, the 
government should create risk-management 
tools such as grain reserves for food emergency 
and transfer payments to shield against crises 
that cause food shortages and price spikes. 
Smart programs in health, nutrition, and family 
planning, in addition to better service provision 
and targeted investments, should all be integral 
parts of Yemen’s food-security strategy. 
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Curbing Population Growth
Population growth becomes an obstacle to devel-
opment when the number of people in a country 
exceeds the country’s capacity to provide adequate 
food, education, housing, healthcare, and employ-
ment. Yemen must now overcome this obstacle 
by learning from countries that have successfully 
slowed or stopped their own population growth. For 
example, Iran’s national family-planning program, 
introduced in 1989, has drawn international atten-

tion because of its innovative structure. The pro-
gram encourages women to wait three to four years 
between pregnancies, discourages childbearing for 
women younger than 18 or older than 35, and pro-
motes limiting family size to three children. In addi-
tion, a national family planning law was passed in 
1993 encouraging couples to have fewer children by 
restricting maternity-leave benefits and withdrawing 
food coupons and social welfare subsidies after the 
third child. The law also calls for several government 
ministries to incorporate information on population, 
family planning, and mother and child healthcare 
in curriculum materials; the national broadcast-
ing agency was entrusted with broadcasting this 
information. A nationwide campaign introduced 
contraceptives—pills, condoms, intrauterine devices, 
implants, tubal ligations, and vasectomies—and 
family planning has been integrated with primary 
healthcare. As a result, from 1986 to 2005, total 

fertility dropped from an average of seven to two 
children per woman, meaning the population will 
now stay virtually the same size from one generation 
to the next.

Improving Health Services
To effectively implement a national family-planning 
program and to improve overall health and nutri-
tion in Yemen, access to basic public health ser-
vices needs to be improved, particularly in rural 

areas. There are not enough health centers 
to serve the population, and the quality of 
services in many of the centers is poor. The 
workforce is insufficiently educated, espe-
cially in rural areas; health centers and units 
have short operating hours and lack needed 
medication and appropriate equipment. As 
a result, Yemenis lack confidence in health 
workers in public health facilities, are often 
not willing to pay for transportation to the 
health facilities, and prefer costly health ser-
vices provided by the private sector.

Services should be expanded in key basic 
health care programs related to breastfeed-
ing education, nutrition education, hygiene 
awareness building, family planning, birth 
aftercare, and child growth monitoring; 
existing birth assistance and immunization 
programs should also be improved. Currently, 
only 31 percent of all health facilities provide 
education on breastfeeding practices, 29 
percent provide nutrition education, and 
only 13 percent of all health facilities have a 
child growth monitoring program. With so 
few facilities offering these programs, many 
people do not have access to them locally 
and must travel long distances to receive 
them. On average, the travel time for these 

basic services exceeds 1.5 hours and is much longer 
in more remote districts.

International experience underlines the impor-
tance of health services for food security, especially 
health services for women and adolescent girls. A 
promising strategy for increasing food security is to 
invest in women’s nutrition and health throughout 
their life cycle and to empower women to seek bet-
ter care for themselves and their children. Women’s 
nutrition and health status is critical for the quality 
of their lives and the survival and healthy develop-
ment of their children, both of which contribute to 
Yemen’s future economic and social development. 
In health programs, priority should be given to 
maternal health, infant and child health, and general 
disease prevention. Access to credit for women is 
a crucial component to improve access to quality 
health services for them and their children. Such 
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interventions targeting women and adolescent 
girls can contribute to tackling the distinct struggle 
of women’s empowerment and gender equity in 
Yemen’s male-dominated society.

Educating the population about nutrition and 
health can make a marked difference in the overall 
well-being of the population and will give people 
the knowledge to use improved services effectively. 
Information and awareness-building campaigns are 
highly cost-effective. Experience from other coun-
tries shows these investments have high rates of 
return. Close collaboration between government 
agencies and NGOs can help to reduce public expen-
diture and allows for “buying in” of expertise. In addi-
tion to the usual way of reaching the impoverished 
and malnourished (by sending out trained, local field 
workers), innovative channels that achieve a high 
coverage at moderate costs need to be explored. 
One promising avenue might be emphasizing the 
social responsibility of traditional (sheiks) and reli-
gious leaders to promote people’s well-being; lead-
ers could be encouraged to communicate nutrition- 
and health-related issues through a wide variety of 
channels. A constant flow of information and knowl-
edge is mandatory for changing people’s behavior. 

To make a real difference, all people’s behaviors must 
change. This means information and awareness-
building campaigns, which usually target women, 
must involve men as well, because of their decision-
making power in allocating household resources 
and their leading role in Yemen’s patriarchal society. 
These campaigns should focus on educating the 
public about five major topics: (1) family planning, 

(2) qat consumption, (3) breastfeeding practices, (4) 
nutrition, and (5) women’s empowerment.

Food-Security Risk  
Management
Nutrition and health programs should be linked to 
food-security risk management because nutritional 
status, especially for children, is highly vulnerable to 
shocks including food price surges, floods, droughts, 
and conflicts. Economic crises or natural and man-
made disasters can easily reverse the progress made 
by the proposed interventions. At the macrolevel, 
shocks can affect Yemen’s balance of payments and 
cause shortages in food imports. At the household 
level, the rural poor are particularly vulnerable to 
shocks due to limited coping mechanisms. External 
shocks can only be prevented to a certain extent, but 
preparedness, emergency relief, and disaster man-
agement plans can cushion the blows to macro- and 
microlevel food security.

Physical grain reserves provide a macrolevel 
mechanism for guarding against external shocks by 
enhancing the availability of cereals during crises and 
helping the country’s vulnerable population to better 
cope with food emergencies. Yemen would need 

about 314,000 tons of cereals to create an effective 
reserve. This large physical reserve would provide 
a safety net, but it would also involve several chal-
lenges and limitations that must be carefully con-
sidered: (1) Strategic grain reserves are not meant 
to solve chronic hunger. (2) The market distortions 
created by strategic reserves need to be managed 
carefully. (3) Establishing, managing, and operating 
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a grain reserve involves significant costs, which can 
be a burden for the national budget, especially if 
the reserve is used to control food prices. (4) Well-
functioning reserves require reliable and permanent 
information about real prices and quantities in local 
and international markets and their trends, as well as 
about the probability of necessary intervention. (5) 
Good management of reserves is critical to success and 
depends on transparent and accountable governance. 

The success of grain-reserve programs can be 
increased by linking with other intervention pro-
grams. Coordination with programs such as NGO-run 
food aid, school feeding, and food-for-work programs 
is critical for both the efficient use of the grain reserve 
and the overall functioning of food-related interven-
tions in a country. Effective targeting of the most 
vulnerable people requires this close partnership, as 
does a continuous recycling of the stored grain to 
maintain its quality and avoid the health risks associ-
ated with consuming spoiled grains.

At the household level, the Yemeni government 
should invest in improving and upgrading existing 
initiatives that can then be expanded during crises. 
These initiatives include community-based, labor-
intensive work programs and the national cash trans-
fer program of the Social Welfare Fund, which needs 
improvement and expansion to act as an effective 
safety net.

Risk management provides only short-term 
solutions to mitigate the negative effects of exter-
nal shocks on food security and should therefore 

be combined with long-term development and food 
security goals. Elements of disaster management, 
such as social transfers, can build economic resil-
ience among vulnerable communities and should 
become part of the overall economic development 
planning framework. These transfers should be imple-
mented by the Social Welfare Fund, the Social Fund 
for Development, the Ministry of Public Health and 
Population, and public works departments, in col-
laboration with international partners, and should 
include activities such as direct transfers, cash-for-
work programs, community asset building through 
public works, assistance for microenterprises, and 
nutrition and health service delivery. Close coordina-
tion of the responsible agencies and organizations is 
critical for success.

Policy Implications
Yemen’s food insecurity is a multifaceted problem 
that requires a multifaceted solution. To address 
this problem comprehensively, policy reforms and 
investments in key sectors must be coupled with 
programs for curbing population growth, improving 
health services, creating emergency grain reserves 
to protect those vulnerable during crises, and pay-
ing direct transfers to those who cannot buy what 
they need for a minimum standard of living. These 
steps, taken together, will lead to food security and 
to long-lasting changes that create a healthier, safer, 
and more stable life for Yemen’s people.
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