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Will Food Prices Drive Instability?

Johanna Nesseth Tuttle and Kristin Wedding

Over the past five years the world has faced serious volatility 
in food prices and supplies, which has sparked instability 
around the world. Some contend that events leading 
to the 2011 Arab Spring were in part triggered by food 
insecurity and pervasive hunger among the populations 
of Libya, Egypt, Tunisia, Yemen, and Syria. In 2013, will 
we continue to see challenges to national governance and 
security arising from food-related instability?

After reaching historic highs in 2011, food prices have 
stabilized and are even expected to slightly drop in the 
coming year as farmers in the largest producing countries 
respond by ramping up production. But uncertainty 
will persist, especially from unexpected weather events 
and disasters. Particularly in weak states—with poor 
governance, infrastructure, and a lack of capacity to 
respond—droughts, flooding, and other humanitarian 
emergencies will exacerbate latent food security issues. 
Although food insecurity will not necessarily be the direct 
cause of conflict, it could play a significant role in sparking 
violence and unrest.

Several states that impact global stability, including North 
Korea, Iran, and Somalia, are currently facing substantial 
problems as a result of food insecurity and hunger. These 
challenges are expected to continue in 2013, barring drastic 
changes in governance, global production, and access to 
food. Ongoing food insecurity in these states will be a 
persistent obstacle to global stability.

NORTH KOREA
North Korea has experienced years of devastating famine, 
malnutrition, and widespread food insecurity. Crop 
yields suffered following major flooding in 2011, leaving 
large gaps in meeting demand for cereal and rice. Daily 
food rationing by the North Korean government was 
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reduced to just 500 calories per day—one-third 
of normal consumption. For a people already 
struggling with hunger, this was a terrible blow. 
Malnourishment, especially among children, is 
spiking at staggering rates.

In the mid-1990s, a massive famine swept through 
North Korea following major flooding, destroying 
crops and food reserves. Almost 1 million people 
starved to death. Since then, the country has 
experienced protracted food shortages. Still, there 
was no mass rebellion or uprising.

The situation has changed. First, the devaluation 
of the North Korean currency in 2009 left people 
penniless. Families that had managed to hold onto 
some small savings that would help them to cope 
with problems were wiped out.

Second and most important, the regime change 
in North Korea leaves a serious question about its 
ability to manage the food situation. The United 
States cut off food assistance to North Korea in 
2009 after stalled negotiations on North Korea’s 
nuclear program. However, on February 29, 
2012, Pyongyang agreed to suspend its uranium-
enrichment program, halt nuclear weapons 
testing, and readmit international inspectors. In 
exchange, the United States will resume assistance 
by delivering 240,000 metric tons of much-needed 

food aid. Kim Jong-un’s willingness to negotiate 
on the nuclear issue for restored food aid from 
the United States may show that the political 
leadership around the young leader understands 
that feeding the starving population is paramount 
to retaining power. However, given the regime’s 
history of pulling back from previous agreements, 
there is still a high degree of uncertainty over the 
level of food security and the general stability of 
North Korea.

IRAN
Iran is another country that could face increased 
civil unrest as a result of food price instability. 
About one-fifth of Iran’s population depends on 
agriculture for its livelihood, but the country is 
becoming increasingly reliant on food imports. 
In the past 10 years, agricultural imports have 
quadrupled. Prices for staple foods have risen by 
40 percent in Iran and may continue to increase, 
especially if the value of the rial continues to drop. 
Recent sanctions imposed by the United States on 
financial institutions that work with Iran’s central 
bank could make it more difficult for Iran to 
import food. Food producers may be wary about 
selling to Iran out of fear that the country will 
not be able to afford to buy imports because of 
reduced oil revenues and currency devaluation. 
Recently there have been reports that Iran has 
defaulted on payments for staple imports like rice. 
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Furthermore, in response to these sanctions many 
Iranian households are exchanging their savings 
from rial to dollars, spurring further currency 
deflation and deteriorating purchasing power 
for basic food commodities. Given the turmoil 
surrounding Iran, and the tremendous change 
in governments and 
social movement in 
the region, there will 
likely be increasing 
pressure on the 
government to combat 
increasing food prices 
to promote stability. 
This may prove difficult in light of efforts over 
the past few years by the Iranian government to 
reduce domestic food subsidies to consumers.

SOMALIA
For much of the past two years, severe drought 
and persistent famine have plagued Somalia. 
The country is now largely reliant on food aid 
and imports, despite having the capacity to be 
agriculturally productive. Many farmers have 
been driven off their lands. Almost 1 million 
Somali refugees have fled to neighboring Kenya 
and Ethiopia. The camps in Dadaab, Kenya, 
are host to approximately half of the refugees. 
These conditions are exacerbated by increased 
conflict between al-Shabaab and the African 
Union Mission in Somalia (AMISOM), as well 

as with Kenyan and Ethiopian forces. Further 
complicating the situation, al-Shabbab is denying 
access to many humanitarian groups offering 
food assistance, and the United States is limiting 
food aid and not allowing U.S. banks to transmit 
remittances from Somalis in the United States to 

Somalia, for fear that 
the assistance could 
be diverted to support 
al-Shabaab insurgents. 
The unstable refugee 
situation is worsened 
by concerns that al-
Shabaab is using the 

exodus of Somalis as a cover to infiltrate Kenya. 
Kenyan authorities are trying to identify the al-
Shabaab members, which has escalated violence in 
the camps. The result is that refugees are caught in 
the middle and abused by both sides, and threats 
by al-Shabaab have contributed to a new level of 
insecurity in Kenya.

In these countries, as well as many others around 
the world, emergency assistance will likely be 
required for much of 2013. It is impossible to 
predict where food price and supply volatility 
will lead to insecurity. However, it is clear that in 
many countries underlying conditions exist where 
a food shortage or price spike could easily spark 
significant unrest.

In many countries, underlying 
conditions exist where a food 

shortage or price spike could easily 
spark significant unrest.


