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Overview After decades of progress, hunger is on the rise again. According to 
the Global Report on Food Crises 2018, the number of people experiencing 
acute hunger rose in 2017 from 108 million people in 48 countries to 
124 million people in 51 countries. 

Conflict is a key driver of hunger, exacerbated by climate-related 
shocks. The majority of both chronically and acutely hungry people 
(around 60 percent) live in countries affected by conflict, according to 
the Global Report on Food Crises 2018 and the State of Food Security 
and Nutrition in the World 2017. Based at least partly on this evidence, 
in May 2018, the United Nations Security Council unanimously passed 
Resolution 2417 (2018), which explicitly recognized “the link between 
armed conflict and violence and conflict-induced food insecurity and the 
threat of famine”.

Livelihoods are rural people’s greatest defence against hunger and 
malnutrition. Crises undermine rural livelihoods and erode people’s 
capacity to cope with the next shock. Livelihoods are diminished or 
abandoned and people see no alternative but to move in search of safety 
or of other opportunities to feed themselves and their families.

50+ countries
in which FAO is implementing  
emergency interventions

22 ongoing food crises are in 
countries/territories affected by 
conflict

60–80% of severely  
food-insecure people 
worldwide rely on 
agriculture-based livelihoods 
(fishing, crop production, 
livestock rearing, forestry)
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Photo: Refugee mothers with their children 
in a Médecins Sans Frontières tent set up 
for triage inside the IDP camp in Yusuf Batil, 
South Sudan.
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Protecting livelihoods by providing emergency agricultural assistance 
from the onset of a crisis is crucial to save lives, while enabling  
people to produce food and earn an income. Rapid and efficient 
response to agricultural threats and emergencies saves lives, promotes 
recovery and reduces the gap between dependency on food assistance 
and self-reliance.

FAO helps people to:
• anticipate, prepare for and prevent crises
• respond quickly and effectively when disaster does strike 
• invest in stronger recovery and resilient livelihoods

Food security and livelihood interventions save lives, safeguard livelihoods 
and contribute to strengthening resilience in the face of future crises. 
Investing in local food systems is crucial, providing people with a means 
to continue surviving even in the midst of disaster. With humanitarian 
costs soaring, supporting food production during crises is a cost-effective 
means to rapidly increase and sustain food availability, while protecting the 
agriculture-based livelihoods on which the majority of crisis-hit people rely. 

What does 
FAO do in 
emergencies?

FAO assists people  
to strengthen their 
livelihoods to withstand 
crises, which reduces 
humanitarian needs and 
costs by a significant 
margin
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Photo: Restoring access to water to 
increase crop production in Homs,  
Syrian Arab Republic.
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FAO’s 
interventions

Boosting local food production
• seed security assessments
• local production and marketing of quality seeds  

(including with seed fairs)
• cereal, pulse and vegetable seeds to rapidly restore  

food production – sometimes linked to cash+
• rapid response kits

Assisting fishing communities
• fishing and fish processing equipment
• training on improved practices
• restoring boats

Supporting livestock owners
• treatment and vaccination campaigns to 

protect livestock assets and prevent disease outbreaks 
that could threaten public health

• training and working with community-based  
animal health workers

• restoring/constructing local and national cold chain 
systems

• facilitating local peace processes through community 
groups

Cash and voucher programmes
• unconditional cash transfers
• conditional cash transfers
• cash for work
• cash+
• nutrition vouchers 
• input vouchers

Coordination, food security information and analysis
• Food Security Cluster, sector coordination
• Integrated Food Security Phase Classification (IPC) and  

Cadre Harmonisé analysis 
• agriculture/food security needs assessments

People with resilient 
livelihoods are better 
prepared for and can better 
cope with shocks – whether 
recurrent, protracted or 
unexpected. They have 
greater and more diverse 
sources of income, and 
their families are better fed 
and nourished
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Evidence-based 
action
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Timely agriculture and food security information and analysis is the 
foundation of preparedness and rapid response to crises, guiding 
the allocation of resources to maximize their impact. Together with its 
partners, FAO leads efforts to develop and strengthen the Integrated Food 
Security Phase Classification (IPC), a set of standardized tools that seek to 
provide a “common currency” for classifying the severity and magnitude 
of food crises. The IPC acute food security analysis removes political 
dimensions from declarations of famine, such as that in parts of South 
Sudan in February 2017. 

The IPC and the Cadre Harmonisé (aligned to the IPC and focusing on food 
security in West Africa and the Sahel) inform the preparation of critical 
products like the Global Report on Food Crises and the joint FAO-World 
Food Programme regular reporting to the United Nations Security Council, 
which are critical in raising global awareness of rising acute hunger, and  
its links with conflict and climate events. 

In 2017, IPC and Cadre Harmonisé analyses helped to mobilize over 
USD 2 billion for the international response to severe food crises in 
northeastern Nigeria, Somalia, South Sudan and Yemen. 

Photo: Farmers carrying quality 
agricultural inputs (crop seeds and 
fertilizers) in northeastern Nigeria to ensure 
planting during the main cropping season.
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Acting before a disaster has happened or reached its peak not only 
saves lives and safeguards assets and livelihoods, it protects longer-
term development gains and contributes to enhancing food security 
and income. Linking early warning to early action is particularly critical 
in the agriculture sector. For small-scale farmers, herders and fishers, 
heeding early warning signals can make the difference between 
a crisis and a catastrophe. In Ethiopia’s Somali Region, an early FAO 
intervention in response to the deepening drought in 2017 enabled 
pastoralists to keep their remaining livestock alive, healthy and of financial 
value. An analysis after the project found that the early actions helped 
households accrue over USD 206 of benefits – a cost–benefit ratio of 1:7.

FAO has been leading in the field of early warning early action, 
also known as forecast-based financing, an approach that seeks to 
systematically link early warning triggers to early action. FAO works 
with actors from across the development, humanitarian and scientific 
communities to detect, monitor, prevent and mitigate the risks facing  
food security, including as a leading member of the interagency group  
that developed Standard Operating Procedures for early action  
to El Niño/La Niña episodes. 

Translating 
early warning 
into early 
action
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Photo: Woman tending to some of her 
remaining cattle that managed to 
survive thanks to a collaborative Early 
Warning Early Action drought intervention 
programme that provided fortified feed to 
smallholder farmers in Kenya.

Flexible, reliable and timely 
funding is key to translating 
warnings to early action
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Safeguarding food production is critical from the outset of a crisis, 
providing people with a means to feed their families and earn an 
income, reducing the need for other forms of humanitarian assistance. 
When farmers continue growing cereals, pulses and vegetables, their 
communities see increased dietary diversity and improved food 
consumption. FAO thus provides critically-needed seeds, tools, fertilizers 
and other inputs alongside (where feasible) training on improved 
production, storage and pest management. For example, in 2017 
FAO provided seeds and fertilizers to displaced and host community 
farmers in northeastern Nigeria, enabling almost 1 million people to 
produce sufficient food to last well into 2018.

Recognizing that there is a huge difference between surviving and 
thriving, FAO seeks to save lives while building resilience to future crises. 
In the Central African Republic, where outbreaks of violence repeatedly 
threaten lives and disrupt livelihoods, FAO has been implementing the 
caisses de résilience approach. Participants received cash alongside small 
processing equipment, training and inputs to produce quality seeds and 
support to school feeding and gardening programmes, enabling them to 
build food and seed reserves and reduce their vulnerability to future shocks. 

Rapidly 
restoring food 
production 
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Photo: A farmer field school facilitator in 
Samba, Central African Republic.
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FAO’s cash and voucher programmes provide people with the means to 
immediately cope with crises, protect their livelihoods and strengthen 
their resilience to future shocks. In humanitarian contexts, cash and 
vouchers give choice; they enable recipients to decide by themselves 
how, when and where to spend the cash to access the goods and 
services they most need in local markets. 

FAO implements a variety of cash-based transfers, depending on the 
context and objectives of the intervention, including conditional and 
unconditional cash transfers; cash for work; cash+; voucher programmes; 
and input trade fairs. In 2017, FAO transferred more than USD 53 million 
through cash and vouchers to over 2.9 million people in 26 countries.  
In Somalia, alone, where rural families in particular faced a real threat of 
famine, FAO’s cash-based support reached around 1.3 million people.

Cash transfers have the potential to bridge humanitarian and development 
assistance. For example, humanitarian cash-based interventions can be used 
as the building blocks for the development of nascent national safety nets 
or social assistance systems. This can strengthen people’s ability to become 
more self-reliant rather than simply meet basic needs for years on end. 

Cash to 
restore food 
production  
and access
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Photo: A women receives her cash transfer 
in Monguel, Wilaya of Gorgol, Mauritania.
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Pastoralism has a unique ability to convert scarce natural resources into 
food and income. Yet, many of Africa’s protracted and recurrent crises are 
in pastoral areas, highlighting the vulnerability of communities for whom 
animals can literally mean the difference between life and death. 
Conflict, climate events and livestock pests and diseases undermine 
the resilience of pastoral communities across the world, leaving them 
increasingly vulnerable to hunger. In the last two years, pastoral areas in 
South Sudan, Somalia, Nigeria and others have faced an elevated risk of 
famine. Reduced pasture availability – due to conflict restricting movement, 
drought, etc. – affects animal body conditions and thus milk production. 
Eventually, it can lead to the death of animals. In Kenya, FAO’s Predictive 
Livestock Early Warning System indicates a significant correlation between 
forage availability and nutrition – when forage is low, malnutrition 
rates are high among children under five. FAO protects livestock-based 
livelihoods during crises – providing animal feed, destocking weak animals 
and distributing meat to the most vulnerable people, undertaking animal 
health campaigns, rehabilitating pasture and water infrastructure.  
This is not just life-saving, it is cost-effective. In Somalia in 2017, for 
example, a single livestock treatment cost just USD 0.40 while the cost  
for a Somali family to replace one animal was around USD 40.  

Protecting 
livestock, 
enhancing 
nutrition
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Photo: In Ethiopia, FAO supported animal 
fodder and restocking interventions to 
safeguard and improve nutrition.
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www.fao.org/emergencies   |   www.fao.org/resilience
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