
FAO in the 2021  
humanitarian appeals 
Levels of acute hunger have soared throughout 2020. Country after 
country has recorded shocking new figures and, globally, the total 
number of people who have experienced acute food insecurity at 
crisis or worse levels in 2020 is expected to far exceed 2019’s already 
staggeringly high figure of 135 million people. 

The coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic has been 
a further push factor in 2020, on top of intensifying conflict, 
historic flooding in some areas, a once-in-a-generation desert 
locust upsurge and pre-existing economic crises. Between March 
and September 2020 up to 104.6 million people in 27 countries 
experienced high levels of acute food insecurity – an increase 
compared with the same period in 2019, according to the 
September 2020 update of the Global Report on Food Crises.

More than 27 million people were in Integrated Food Security 
Phase Classification (IPC) Phase 4 or Emergency levels of acute food 
insecurity in 2019 – and this number is steadily rising. Millions are 
in an increasingly precarious situation. With or without famine 
declarations, some people are already dying of hunger.

Hundreds of thousands of girls, boys, women and men are at risk in 
at least four countries; most in conflict zones where humanitarian 
access is restricted or challenging. Nearly four out of five live in rural 
areas and rely on some form of agricultural production for their 
livelihoods. These livelihoods are being steadily eroded by repeated 
shocks: violence, natural hazards including climate extremes, plant 
pests and livestock disease outbreaks – the same livelihoods and 
communities that are often struggling with decades of neglect, 
poor basic service provision, the reversal of long-term development 
gains, and the intensifying impacts of the climate emergency. Yet 
funding for emergency livelihoods interventions has been low in 
2020 – at just 30 percent –, while funds had to be reprogrammed to 
meet new needs arising from the pandemic, meaning other critical 
activities were reduced or neglected.
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FAO requires 

USD 1.2 billion

to assist over

47 million people

The Food and Agriculture 
Organization of the 
United Nations (FAO) 
provided critical 
livelihood support to 
safeguard the livelihoods 
of over 15 million people 
against the socio‑economic 
impacts of COVID‑19.
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The shocks of 2020 will reverberate long into 2021. Fighting rising acute 
hunger with the same solutions will simply lead to the same results – 
safeguarding the majority from immediate risk but employing huge 
resources and providing them no means for recovery or self-reliance. 
Support to agriculture-based livelihoods cannot be an afterthought – 
livelihoods assistance is life-saving and must be central in humanitarian 
efforts targeting rural populations. Livelihoods assistance, especially 
when provided together with cash (cash+), helps people immediately 
access the food they need, produce more and better food for their families 
and communities, gain an income from selling a surplus, and protect 
themselves from the next shock. Even in active conflicts, where farmers 
have no option but to keep farming, fishers to keep fishing and herders 
to keep caring for their animals as best they can, emergency agricultural 
support distributed just once can mean a family feeding itself for months. 

In 2021, FAO will continue to expand its anticipatory action linked to early 
warnings to protect livelihoods and save lives before a disaster. We will 
continue investing in the most vulnerable people and their livelihoods 
so that they can lead their future recovery and pull themselves out of 
acute hunger. 

Desert locust control 
operations in the 
Greater Horn of Africa 
and Yemen protected 
over 2.5 million tonnes 
of cereal, valued at 
USD 740.5 million and 
sufficient to feed more 
than 16.5 million people 
for one year and protect 
more than 1.1 million 
pastoral households.
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