
THE WORLDWIDE FOOD CRISIS IS TAKING 

A DRAMATIC TURN FOR THE WORSE

Rocketing prices and systemic risks threaten global food security

Global food prices more than doubled since February 2020, but they have rocketed even 
further since the start of the war in Ukraine. This has made basic foodstuffs unaffordable for the 
1.8 billion people in the world who live under the poverty line and have to survive on less than 
USD 3.20 per day. But the war in Ukraine is not the only cause of this food crisis. Long-term 
measures to improve worldwide food security are necessary.
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Street vendors in Abidjan, Ivory Coast. Because of rising prices, bakeries are increasingly replacing wheat flour with cassava flour.

June 2022



The 20-year trend of significant progress in the battle 
against hunger has recently gone into reverse in 20 to 30 
countries, according to the UN Food and Agriculture Or-
ganization (FAO). The number of people affected by se-
vere food security fell from 811 million in 2005 to 607 mil-
lion in 2014, offering  grounds for hope, but the figure has 
since crept upwards to 650 million in 2019 and 811 million 
in 2020. The FAO fears that this year will be much worse.

The food crisis is not a new phenomenon. There are 
multiple reasons for this, including fragile food supply 
chains, bad governance, conflicts and climate change. 
The pandemic and the war in Ukraine are just the newest 
ingredients in this extremely complex mixture.

 BLOCKED WHEAT EXPORTS 

Hunger and malnourishment are increasing, even though 
there is no question of a global food shortage since in 
principle there is more than enough food available. Ac-
cording to the FAO database, wheat production rose be-
tween 2000 and 2020 from 585 to 761 million tons, of 
which just under 200 million tons were traded on world 
markets in 2020. But the price of wheat still continues 
to climb. There are a range of explanations for this. The 
global food system is characterized by a close inter-
twining of exporters, importers and companies dealing 
in grain, seed and agrochemicals, as well as the ports 
that handle the transport of foodstuffs. It only takes one 
disturbance for this system to become shaky – a distur-
bance like rising energy costs, export restrictions and/
or blockades, the monopolistic position of a few large 
companies and, last but not least, speculation.

Almost one-third of the wheat traded on the world mar-
ket comes from Russia and Ukraine, along with just un-
der two-thirds of the sunflower oil and 15 percent of the 
world’s maize supply. The war is now impeding exports of 
these commodities. Russia primarily exports to “friend-
ly states,” while other countries are finding that imports 
have become uncertain and expensive. Grain silos are 
being bombed in Ukraine and its ports blockaded, while 
maritime channels are mined and important facilities have 
been destroyed, preventing ships from sailing. Transport 
has been brought to a virtual standstill, with only small 
volumes of last year’s harvest exported by rail, although 
this alternative route is made difficult by different gauge 
tracks and complicated bureaucracy. It is already as-
sumed that Ukrainian exports will be 30 percent lower 
than before, but if the armed conflict continues, the drop 
could reach 60 percent.

Spring sowing operations have been largely completed, 
though the area sown is 22 percent down from 2021 due 
to the fighting and shortages of labor, machines and fuel. 
Expectations are that 14.2 million hectares have been 
planted with spring crops this year, compared to 16.9 
million hectares the previous year, which points to a size-
able reduction in the expected harvest. Additionally, over 
10 million tons of wheat are still in storage as the winter 
wheat harvest looms in July. If the grain in the silos is not 
transported and processed in the next few weeks, it will 
soon be spoiled and the next crop, estimated at 18.2 mil-
lion tons, will not be able to be stored in full.
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Food Prices at Record Levels 
FFP-Index, May 2020 – May 2022 (100 = average 2014 – 2016)
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http://www.aljazeera.com/economy/2022/6/3/ukraine-war-aggravating-existing-global-food-crisis-un-warns
http://www.aljazeera.com/economy/2022/6/3/ukraine-war-aggravating-existing-global-food-crisis-un-warns
http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2022/may/19/banks-collapsed-in-2008-food-system-same-producers-regulators?CMP=Share_AndroidApp_Other
http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2022/may/19/banks-collapsed-in-2008-food-system-same-producers-regulators?CMP=Share_AndroidApp_Other
http://www.fao.org/3/cb9013en/cb9013en.pdf
http://www.fao.org/3/cb9013en/cb9013en.pdf
http://www.fao.org/worldfoodsituation/foodpricesindex/en/
http://www.fao.org/worldfoodsituation/foodpricesindex/en/
http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2022/may/19/banks-collapsed-in-2008-food-system-same-producers-regulators?CMP=Share_AndroidApp_Other
http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2022/may/19/banks-collapsed-in-2008-food-system-same-producers-regulators?CMP=Share_AndroidApp_Other
http://www.fao.org/3/cb9013en/cb9013en.pdf
http://www.reuters.com/business/putin-ally-warns-agriculture-supplies-could-be-limited-friends-2022-04-01/
https://www.spiegel.de/wissenschaft/mensch/krieg-und-hunger-die-bomben-fallen-die-kurse-steigen-kolumne-a-2e945dbe-89fb-4e80-b197-1a8ed5a9b7a9
https://www.spiegel.de/wissenschaft/mensch/krieg-und-hunger-die-bomben-fallen-die-kurse-steigen-kolumne-a-2e945dbe-89fb-4e80-b197-1a8ed5a9b7a9
http://www.cicero.de/wirtschaft/lebensmittelknappheit-wegen-des-ukrainekriegs-hungersnote-unruhen-aufstande
https://www.spiegel.de/wissenschaft/mensch/krieg-und-hunger-die-bomben-fallen-die-kurse-steigen-kolumne-a-2e945dbe-89fb-4e80-b197-1a8ed5a9b7a9
https://www.raiffeisen.com/news/artikel/aussaat-laeuft-in-fast-allen-landesteilen-31415367
https://www.raiffeisen.com/news/artikel/aussaat-laeuft-in-fast-allen-landesteilen-31415367


 FOOD PRICES ARE ROCKETING 

There is no easing of the high price levels in sight. The 
FAO Food Price Index (FFPI), which tracks the prices 
of the world’s major staple crops, hit a new record high 
in March 2022 and has dipped only slightly since (Fig-
ure 1). The price of grain rose by about 70 percent be-
tween March 2020 and March 2022. Since then it has 
again fallen back (temporarily?) to the level at the end of 
February. 

Market observers attribute this to the fact that Egypt 
wants to reduce its wheat imports by 500,000 tons per 
year. The price of edible oils has reached astronomical 
heights. The FFPI has doubled in the past 30 years (Fig-
ure 2).

The impact of spiralling food prices is being felt world-
wide. Households in many countries in the Global South 
spend a majority of their income on food. At current pric-
es, people in places like Burkina Faso, Madagascar, Ne-
pal and Myanmar have to devote well over half of their 
income to buying food (the comparative figure is only 
9 percent in Switzerland) leaving hardly any money left 
over for rent, healthcare and the cost of their children’s 
schooling. An aggravating factor in the Global South is 
that few countries have a social security system to pro-
tect people from crises like the present one.

The higher prices will be felt particularly in Africa, which 
sourced over 40 percent of its wheat from Ukraine and 
Russia up until the outbreak of the war. The impact will 
be most immediate in North Africa and the Middle East 
along the Mediterranean coast, since these countries 
are especially reliant on wheat imports from Russia and 

Ukraine. What’s more, the rising cost of fuel is prevent-
ing farming families from getting their products to market 
and hence to consumers. Increasing seed and fertilizer 
prices are threatening the livelihoods of farmers who 
need them and, without fertilizer, yields are plunging, ex-
acerbating poverty and hunger.

 ONE CRISIS FUELS ANOTHER 

These shortages and extreme price rises come at a time 
when the worldwide situation is already tense. Even be-
fore the Ukraine crisis, there were famines in Afghanistan, 
Ethiopia, Yemen, South Sudan, north-eastern Nigeria 
and Somalia. Rising food prices are having terrible con-
sequences in these countries, but not only there. Luca 
Russo, Team Leader in Emergency and Resilience at the 
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In Helvetas’ partner countries, the urban poor are particularly affected 
by rising food prices, since they do not grow their own food.

http://www.fao.org/worldfoodsituation/foodpricesindex/en/
http://www.fao.org/worldfoodsituation/foodpricesindex/en/
https://www.agrarheute.com/politik/aegypten-reduziert-weizenimporte-muehlen-muessen-mehl-strecken-595311
https://www.agrarheute.com/politik/aegypten-reduziert-weizenimporte-muehlen-muessen-mehl-strecken-595311
http://www.destatis.de/DE/Themen/Laender-Regionen/Internationales/Thema/Tabellen/Basistabelle_KonsumN.html
https://www.rnd.de/politik/getreide-aus-ukraine-und-russland-welche-laender-am-abhaengigsten-sind-RLSVG5HT6BGNFLY42P2XZTA4MA.html.
https://www.rnd.de/politik/getreide-aus-ukraine-und-russland-welche-laender-am-abhaengigsten-sind-RLSVG5HT6BGNFLY42P2XZTA4MA.html.
http://www.aljazeera.com/economy/2022/6/3/ukraine-war-aggravating-existing-global-food-crisis-un-warns
http://www.aljazeera.com/economy/2022/6/3/ukraine-war-aggravating-existing-global-food-crisis-un-warns


FAO, warns that “the increased price of wheat and fuel 
means that with the same money we can deliver much 
less assistance.” Also, there are many people the FAO 
simply cannot reach because they live in a conflict zone. 
The World Food Programme (WFP) has already had to 
cut back on its emergency rations.

The pandemic interrupted global supply chains, contrib-
uted to a rise in unemployment and ate into many peo-
ple’s financial reserves. Unresolved conflicts in Yemen, 
Afghanistan and Mali have led to greater hunger, and 
so have plagues of locusts and droughts in East Africa. 
People in the Horn of Africa are suffering from one of 
the worst dry periods in decades as a result of climate 
change. Well over 40 million people in Ethiopia, Somalia 
and South Sudan already do not have enough to eat.

These developments add further explosive ingredients to 
a global food situation that has been aggravated by a 
long series of crises, especially in the poorest countries. 
If the Ukraine war goes on and on, Luca Russo warns, 
2023 will be a very dangerous year, especially for coun-
tries dependent on wheat imports from Ukraine and Rus-
sia, and for all countries in which wheat and maize form 
part of the staple diet.

Industrial agriculture is susceptible to disruptions from climatic 
 conditions, rising prices and disrupted trade routes.
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Because there is no longer enough money for basic foodstuffs, the 
portions are getting smaller.

Findings in Helvetas’ partner countries
 
(Survey in May 2022)

• Food prices were rising even before the Ukraine 
war, particularly for wheat, but also for edible oils. 
Hardest hit were poor people in cities who do not 
grow their own food.

• Processing foodstuffs such as rice and maize 
has become more expensive, and high transport 
costs have reduced the incomes of farming fami-
lies. At the same time, interest rates are rising on 
the loans they depend on to be able to farm.

• Productivity is falling as an effect of rising prices 
for imported fertilizers. Some smallholder farm-
ers are abandoning production altogether, fur-
ther exacerbating the food crisis.

• A drop in remittances is increasing people’s 
hardship, and migrants returning to their coun-
tries have very few prospects.

• Countries in the Western Balkans have lost ma-
jor markets following the imposition of sanctions 
on Russia and the war in Ukraine.

• Various governments are subsidizing wheat 
products and fuel, in an effort to calm social and 
political tensions.

https://www.wfp.org/news/war-ukraine-pushes-middle-east-and-north-africa-deeper-hunger-food-prices-reach-alarming-highs?_ga=2.248080263.1629944648.1657721897-1018036866.1657721897
https://www.wfp.org/news/war-ukraine-pushes-middle-east-and-north-africa-deeper-hunger-food-prices-reach-alarming-highs?_ga=2.248080263.1629944648.1657721897-1018036866.1657721897
https://www.welthungerhilfe.de/aktuelles/projektupdate/2020/heuschreckenplage-in-ostafrika-und-suedasien/
https://www.welthungerhilfe.org/hunger-due-to-drought-in-east-africa/


Country-specific analysis from Helvetas

(Stand Mai 2022)

In Bangladesh, the prices of staple foods have risen 
by around 15 percent in the past two months, though 
less in rural markets than in urban areas. Rice, edi-
ble oils, meat, eggs, vegetables, fruit and processed 
foods have all gotten more expensive. However, only 
edible oils are imported; everything else is grown 
domestically. It is primarily the Ukraine war that is to 
blame for these price increases, along with business 
consortiums and seasonal events such as Ramadan 
and Eid. Food manufacturers are reducing package 
sizes or raising the price of individual items. The popu-
lation’s reaction to these developments is to switch to 
less nutritious food and reduce the number of meals 
per day or the amount per meal, which amounts to a 
silent food crisis. Anyone who can is dipping into his 
or her savings or taking out a loan.

Nepal is highly dependent on food imports. Virtual-
ly all the untreated sunflower oil and mustard seeds 
prevalent in the country’s cuisine are imported from 
Ukraine. The prices of basic foodstuffs such as rice, 
lentils, wheat and flour have already gone up almost 
20 percent due to increased fertilizer costs. The pur-
chasing power of poor and disadvantaged groups has 
sunk drastically. The cost of diesel and petrol rose by 
more than 36 percent in 2021, making public trans-
port much more expensive. The current challenge for 
Nepal is to produce more food domestically and re-
duce its import dependence.

Bolivia imports at least 16 different types of produce 
(wheat, rice, maize, quinoa, cocoa, coffee, apples, 
bananas, mandarin oranges, pineapples, peaches, 
grapes, onions, tomatoes, beans and potatoes), even 
though the country’s own smallholder producers grow 
all of these except wheat and rice. Domestic products 
are unaffordable for poor people, however; there is too 
little state support for domestic producers to allow 
them to compete with imports and smuggling. Bolivi-
ans have also responded to price increases by cutting 
back on the number of meals they have each day and 
replacing meat with cheese and eggs. Men and boys 
are given preferential access to food, to the detriment 
of women and girls.

Farmers in Moldova were reliant until now on input 
supplies from Ukraine and Russia such as seeds, 
agrochemicals and fertilizers. They are now sourcing 
these from Romania and western European countries, 
where prices are up to four times higher. They have 
also lost their traditional markets in Russia and Ukraine. 
Moldova’s greatest concern, however, is a potential in-
vasion by Russian troops after recent terrorist attacks, 
or suggestions of attacks, on the Transnistria region. 
The region is controlled by Russian-sponsored sep-
aratists and is garrisoned between 1,500 and 2,000 
Russian soldiers, in addition to the Transnistrian mil-
itary. Transnistria is also home to Moldova’s largest 
power station.

In Madagascar, the prices of imported staple com-
modities such as flour, oil and sugar have risen at an 
alarming rate. Flour is 50 percent more expensive now. 
There are no shortages for the moment, but goods are 
becoming too expensive for the poor, especially in the 
capital, where inflation, in part due to higher transport 
costs, is highest. In agricultural areas, the vulnerabili-
ty to food shortages is comparatively low for the time 
being. However, production in the south of the country 
has suffered from flooding after two hurricanes and 
the late arrival of the rainy season. The region is de-
pendent on food imports, and this spells hardship for 
local people. The government has announced that fuel 
prices will rise in July. This will result in higher prices 
for everything, including local produce.

Governments around the world are subsidizing food 
and fuel prices, and some countries have gone even 
further. In Laos, the government is weighing if it should 
raise the minimum wage, and in Vietnam value-added 
tax and the green tax on fuel have both been lowered. 
North Macedonia has cut VAT on staple foods such 
as bread, sugar, flour, sunflower oil, milk, fresh meat, 
rice and eggs to zero. Peru is subsidizing cooking gas 
for 800,000 families. Yet subsidies reduce a govern-
ment’s room to manoeuvre to improve education and 
health services, for example, and also add to national 
debt.



 URGENT MEASURES TO BE TAKEN 

It will take the combined efforts of the state and mem-
bers of the business community and civil society under 
the aegis of the United Nations and its expert organiza-
tions to address and alleviate this complex food crisis 
and its many impacts. The chosen measures must have a 
short-term effect but be implemented with the long term 
in mind so that they do not cause any harm. Knee-jerk 
political responses have the potential to worsen price 
volatility and global shortages. The soaring food prices 
of 2007–8 and 2010–12 and more recent experiences 
during the coronavirus pandemic have demonstrated that 
measures such as export restrictions or the hoarding of 
foodstuffs can have dramatic negative consequences for 
feeding the world.

What’s needed now are internationally agreed-upon 
measures designed to overcome the food crisis on the 
basis of the 2030 Agenda and its sustainable develop-
ment goals (SDGs). This is the context in which Helvetas 
is appealing to Swiss politicians, state officials, the pri-
vate sector and civil society to commit themselves to a 
credible and evidence-based approach to development 
aid and adopt the following demands:

1.  Prevent famines and provide humanitarian 
aid

• The international community must not allow the war in 
Ukraine to monopolize its attention, because the cri-
sis there is having enormous knock-on effects in other 
parts of the world.

• The international aid effort must not overlook vulner-
able people, including those affected by “forgotten” 
conflicts.

• Targeted money transfers should be used to improve 
the purchasing power of impoverished people. These 
will guarantee their autonomy and strengthen the local 
economy.

• Rich countries must make sufficient sums of money 
available to the UN’s World Food Program so that it 
can buy and distribute adequate quantities of food, 
despite rising prices.

2.  Ensure food availability in regions with low 
food security

• Agricultural supply chains must be sustained and food 
availability secured (access to stocks in storage, logis-
tical support, financial assistance).

• Farmers in every producer country must receive sup-
port to prevent a decline in yields, for example by facil-
itating access to seed, fertilizer and fuel for machinery 

and transport, in particular for smallholder farmers. In 
parallel, post-harvest losses due to poor storage or 
disease and pest infestation must be reduced.

• Export restrictions must be lifted, global trade in food, 
fuel, seed and fertilizer must remain open and coun-
tries should avoid hoarding that leads to great scarcity 
and ballooning prices.

• There needs to be a drastic reduction in the production 
of animal feed and biofuels to improve food security 
in poor countries with the foodstuffs – maize, wheat, 
soya and vegetable oils – that this would free up.

3. Establish sustainable food systems

• Changes need to be made to the functioning of the 
global food system as part of a close, long-term collab-
oration with all stakeholders, especially hunger-affect-
ed countries, to ensure that the human right to food 
can be realized and food security guaranteed for all.

• The provision of development aid to rural areas needs 
to be expanded on the basis of the 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development (SDGs), with the aim of im-
proving self-sufficiency in the Global South.

• There needs to be support for conversion to sustain-
able food systems and agroecological agriculture as 
an alternative to large, export-based farms and an 
industrialized food system. Agroecology combines 
traditional local knowledge with modern scientific 
know-how. It is a mix of arable farming and animal hus-
bandry that increases biodiversity, soil fertility, varied 
diets and the resilience of agriculture to drought and 
heavy rains.

• Strong and locally appropriate agriculture must in-
clude the cultivation of adapted and resilient crops 
and varieties, as well as fostering local and regional 
trade in food, which will in turn reduce dependency 
on food imports or at least result in a diversification of 
where these imports come from.

http://www.ifpri.org/blog/do-no-harm-measured-policy-responses-are-key-addressing-food-security-impacts-ukraine-crisis
https://ipes-food.org/_img/upload/files/AnotherPerfectStorm.pdf
https://ipes-food.org/_img/upload/files/AnotherPerfectStorm.pdf
http://www.developmentaid.org/news-stream/post/144736/vulnerable-paying-more-for-less-food?utm_source=Newsletter&utm_medium=Email&utm_campaign=NewsDigest&token=c29690a7-0a00-49f7-8f1f-3c20b5d8c187
http://www.developmentaid.org/news-stream/post/144736/vulnerable-paying-more-for-less-food?utm_source=Newsletter&utm_medium=Email&utm_campaign=NewsDigest&token=c29690a7-0a00-49f7-8f1f-3c20b5d8c187
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