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Overview of study

Objectives

At country and regional level:

• describe and analyse social protection and 
safety nets, from the perspective of food 
security, livelihoods and nutrition outcomes 

• focus on social protection for refugees/ IDPs

• the contribution of informal safety nets to 
combating hunger and food insecurity. 

• analyse gaps in national social protection and 
safety net systems

• draw out implications for WFP programming.

Methods

• Semi-structured key informant interviews 
with government officials, international 
agencies, NGOs, and local civil society

• Document review (grey literature, websites)

Outputs

• 5 in–depth country studies 
(by commissioned national consultants): 
Iraq, Jordan, Lebanon, Sudan, Yemen

• 5 country desk reviews (IDS consultants): 
Egypt, Iran, Libya, Palestine, Tunisia

• 1 overview Research Report (IDS)



Regional challenges

Political instability

• Tunisia – start of Arab Spring (December 2010)

• Egypt – government overthrown (2011)

• Libya – government overthrown (2011)

• Yemen – government overthrown (2011)

• Sudan – divided into two countries (2011)

• Iraq – ongoing violence and insecurity

• Palestine – ongoing violence and insecurity

• Lebanon – influx of Syrian refugees (since 2014)

Economic stagnation

• Economic growth = 2% p.a. since 1990 
[world’s lowest regional average]

• Unemployment = 15% 
(higher for youth and women)
[world’s highest regional average]

• Labour force participation = 54% 
[world’s lowest regional average]

• Income inequality:

• High–income: Lebanon, Iran, Libya

• Middle:  Tunisia, Iraq, Egypt, Jordan

• Low–income:  Palestine, Sudan, Yemen.



Food insecurity in MENA

Source: Lampietti 2009

• MENA is the world’s 
largest importer of cereals

• Small agricultural sector 
(12% of GDP in 2012)

• Climate change = more 
droughts, falling yields

• MENA is the only region 
where malnutrition rates 
(underweight and obesity) 
have risen since 2000.

Cereal import dependency



Formal social protection in MENA

Consumer food price subsidies have been favoured by governments in MENA, but they are expensive and 
inefficient, since the benefits are captured disproportionately by the non-poor. Subsidies are being phased 
out, but this pushes up food prices and threatens the poor unless compensatory measures are introduced.
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Consumer food price subsidies have been favoured by governments in MENA, but they are expensive and 
inefficient, since the benefits are captured disproportionately by the non-poor. Subsidies are being phased 
out, but this pushes up food prices and threatens the poor unless compensatory measures are introduced.

Social transfers – targeted cash, food or vouchers – have only limited impact on poverty and inequality in 
MENA, because of low coverage, low benefits, inefficient targeting, and inadequate M&E.

School feeding programmes have both nutrition and education objectives. Some also aim to reduce child 
labour and reduce gender inequities in education access, by targeting girls. Innovations include: using
fortified foods in school meals, food-for-education to incentivise child labourers to return to school; and 
local purchases for ‘home-grown school feeding’ to stimulate agricultural production.

Public works projects can reduce seasonal food insecurity, stabilise income and smooth consumption after 
livelihood shocks. Public works can also contribute to building resilience and climate change adaptation, by 
selecting community assets that promote better use of natural resources and reduce the impact of disasters.

Nutrition programmes in the region include blanket or targeted interventions for treating chronic and acute 
undernutrition, vitamin A and iron supplementation, salt iodisation, fortification, and specialised foods.



Informal social protection in MENA
• Iraq: Department of Zakat administers collection and 

distribution of zakat funds to widows, the poor, and 
families of martyrs.

• Palestine: Ministry of Awaqf administers a central Zakat 
Fund, which receives contributions from local Zakat 
Committees (accused by Israel and the United States of 
raising funds for terrorism).

• Sudan: 19,000 Zakat Community Committees send 
money to the Zakat Fund, which is administered by the 
Zakat Supreme Council of Trustees under the Ministry of 
Welfare and Social Security.

• Yemen: Zakat Law of 1999 authorises local councils to 
collect zakat contributions, which are allocated by the 
Ministry of Local Administration.

In Islamic societies, religious institutions 
play a significant role in social protection.

State under-provision of social 
protection is often explained by over–
reliance on the mosque and the family 
(“The family is the foundation of the 
Society” – Jordan).

But informal redistributive mechanisms 
like zakat are being “formalised” by the 
state in many countries.

Is there any potential for development 
actors to influence the allocation of 
zakat funds for pro-poor social 
protection?



The way forward
Coverage of social protection needs to be expanded (only 16% of the poorest quintile receives 

any social assistance) – when subsidies are reformed or removed, the ‘subsidy dividend’ must 
be invested in a substantial expansion of targeted social assistance programmes.

Targeting strategies must be refined to reduce inclusion and exclusion errors, and identify and 
reach the poor and food insecure, accurately and cost-effectively.

Malnutrition – undernutrition, micronutrient deficiencies, and obesity – must be prioritised in 
all social protection programming, with a focus on PLW and children during the first 1,000 
days.

Urban food insecurity needs special focus because of high urbanisation and youth 
unemployment – this should include building labour market linkages, partly through public 
work programmes.

Resilience–building, such as contingency financing for ‘surge capacity’ to scale up programmes 
during food crises, will be central to comprehensive systems that links short-term safety nets 
and emergency interventions with longer-term social protection.



What can WFP offer?
Policy level

• WFP can advocate to ensure that food 
security and nutrition are fully prioritised 
in national social protection strategies.

• WFP can demonstrate the linkages from 
labour-intensive public works programmes 
to sustainable employment creation.

• WFP can advise on design of social 
protection in fragile contexts (e.g. from 
humanitarian relief for long-term IDPs to 
integrated SP systems).

• WFP can facilitate government to 
government exchange of social protection 
evidence and experience.

Programme level

• WFP can use its food security, vulnerability 
and risk analysis expertise for shock-sensitive 
social protection systems.

• WFP can support the adoption of pro-poor 
targeting mechanisms for social assistance, 
as general food subsidies are withdrawn.

• WFP can contribute to pilot-testing and 
improving “scalable safety nets”, for food 
and nutrition security.

• WFP can ensure alignment with governments 
and work hand in hand with other actors to 
advance progress towards a Zero Hunger 
future.



MENA Regional School Meals Initiative 

School Meals is WFP’s Policies

WFP Safety Nets Policy 2012: Identifies WFP’s role in social protection as supporting safety 
nets that improve food and nutrition security

WFP policy on Capacity Development 2009: Set the objective “to achieve nationally owned 
sustainable hunger solutions”

School Meals Policy 2009, update 2013: Frame School Meals as “a safety-net intervention 
with multiple outcomes”

 The Initiative for School Meals and Social Protection in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) 
region aims at enhancing the efficiency, effectiveness and broadening the coverage and impact of 
school meals programmes as a key social protection instrument in support of vulnerable children 
and marginalized, affected communities. 

 It embraces both crisis situations as well as more stable but vulnerable contexts, providing 
opportunities for more inclusive development pathways and social stability through a wide range 
of partnerships. 

 A network of leading institutions involved in school health and nutrition, social protection, 
education and food security are supporting the Regional Initiative for School Meals and Social 
Protection in MENA, which will be formally launched in February 2017 in Rome.


