
1           Special Meetings on Emergency Situations | MUNUC 33 Online 

  

Special Meetings on Emergency 

Situations (SMES)   
MUNUC 33 
ONLINE 



2           Special Meetings on Emergency Situations | MUNUC 33 Online 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

______________________________________________________ 

CHAIR LETTER…………………………….….………………………………..…3 

HISTORY OF COMMITTEE……………..………………………………………..5 

TOPIC A: 2008 GLOBAL FOOD CRISIS……………………………………….7 

Statement of the Problem……………….……………..…………...…7 

History of the Problem………………………………………………….16 

Past Actions…………………………………………………………….. 23 

Possible Solutions………………………………………………………. 28 

Bloc Positions…………………………………………………………… 32 

Glossary………………………………………………………………....  38 

Bibliography…………………………………………………………..... 39 

TOPIC B: 2015-16 EL NIÑO PHENOMENON…………..…………………...47 

Statement of the Problem……………….………...………………....47 

History of the Problem………………………………………………….59 

Past Actions…………………………………………………………….. 63 

Possible Solutions……………………………………………………….70 

Bloc Positions……………………………………………………………74 

Glossary……………………………………………………………….....78 

Bibliography………………………………………………………….....79 

 

  



3           Special Meetings on Emergency Situations | MUNUC 33 Online 

CHAIR LETTER 

______________________________________________________ 

Dear Delegates, 

I would like to warmly welcome you to the ECOSOC Special Meetings on Emergency Situations (the 

Special Meeting) at MUNUC Online. My name is Jingwen Zhang, and I will serve as your committee 

chair for this conference. I am more than excited to meet and work with you in Chicago! 

I am a second-year college student at the University of Chicago, planning to major in Mathematics. I 

am passionate about the intersection of the private sector and public causes. Last year, I served as an 

Assistant Chair for the UN World Tourism Organization at MUNUC 32. On campus, I am also a 

research analyst for Promontory Investment Research and a popper from Groove Theory - 

UChicago’s street dance crew.  

This committee is slightly different from other traditional committees in that you will be facing a 

specific crisis that actually happened in the past: the 2008 Global Food Crisis or the 2016 El Niño 

Phenomenon. In 2008, staple food prices skyrocketed and millions of people around the world 

suffered from hunger and malnutrition. In 2016, a record-intensity El Niño event swept the tropical 

Pacific Ocean and produced ripple effects on the global climate. In both topics, you will explore the 

intricate relationships between the society, the economy, and the environment. Here at MUNUC 

Online, you will go back to that historic moment and collaborate with other delegates on both 

emergency responses and long-term policy recommendations that will save lives and enhance 

resilience. I hope that you are as excited about the topics as I am! 
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We now live in a world where crises and shocks prevail, and they are oftentimes complicated and 

demand a deep understanding of the subject matter. The Special Meeting committee at MUNUC 

Online aims to emphasize the importance of crisis management as a critical quality for all global 

citizens, and to bring substantial research alongside crisis events. I hope that you will enjoy the 

research process over the next few months, and I look forward to seeing you all in April. Please feel 

free to contact me if you have any questions. 

 

Warm regards, 

Jingwen Zhang  
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HISTORY OF THE COMMITTEE 

______________________________________________________ 

In response to United Nations Member States’ call on ECOSOC for better and more rapid responses 

to global economic, environmental, and humanitarian emergencies, the Special Meeting strives to 

create a high-level policy platform for global coordination in combating these crises. Convened 

periodically by ECOSOC, the Special Meeting aims to facilitate more coherent responses to 

emergencies. With its first conference held in 2000, the Special Meeting has addressed global health 

emergencies, natural disasters, and economic-related crises.1 Past conference topics include the 

SARS outbreak in 2003, typhoon Haiyan in 2013, and the COVID-19 in 2020.2 

Parliamentary Note - IMPORTANT, PLEASE READ 

Given the special nature of the Special Meeting committee, here are some additional parliamentary 

notes about how this committee will proceed. 

1. All the discussion and information should be up to the date of the crisis. For example, if 

the committee decided to talk about the 2008 Global Food Crisis, this committee would be 

simulated as in 2008, with delegates having no knowledge of events in 2009 or later.  

2. When deciding which topic to talk about, you will be debating from the present 

standpoint, and your argument should be based on the relevance of the topic of your 

choice with the current situation. For example, if you were in favor of the 2016 El Niño crisis, 

you could argue the importance of climate concerns to the world in 2020/2021. As soon as the 

topic is decided , the first note applies.  

3. To ensure a better conference experience for everyone, I strongly urge you to refrain 

from consulting post-crisis sources.  I know that there is a lot of post-crisis information on 

the internet, but please note that many problems mentioned in this background guide have 

 
1
 “ECOSOC Special Meetings on Emergency Situations | UNITED NATIONS ECONOMIC and SOCIAL COUNCIL,” 

accessed September 9, 2020, https://www.un.org/ecosoc/en/content/ecosoc-special-meetings-emergency-situations. 
2
 Ibid. 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?N72QrO
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?N72QrO
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not been solved yet and that the historical progress of these crises should not limit your 

creativity. Instead, I encourage you to challenge history. Please keep in mind that MUNUC 

values the ability to think critically and communicate effectively. It is not of top priority to 

give a “correct” solution. 

4. All the crisis-related information in this background guide is up to the date of the crisis. 
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TOPIC A: 2008 GLOBAL FOOD CRISIS 

______________________________________________________ 

Statement of the Problem 

Introduction to the Problem 

It is May 2008. We are living in a world where millions of lives are in danger because they are denied 

access to one of the most immediate basic needs - food. In 2007 and early this year, the world 

witnessed a surge in food prices, especially those of basic crops such as rice, wheat, and maize. The 

Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) Food Price Index, “a measure of the monthly change in 

international prices of a basket of food commodities (Meat, Dairy, Cereals, Vegetables and Oils, and 

Sugar),”3 rose by 23% in 2007.4 Among the five categories, Dairy saw an increase of 69.8%, Cereals 

saw an increase of 38.1%, and Vegetables and Oils saw an increase of 53.6%.5 As we entered the year 

2008, the situation has only worsened. Wheat and maize prices increased by 30% on a year-over-

year (YoY) basis as of March, and rice price has more than doubled in two months.6 

People around the world are facing difficulties in securing food sources, but the impact of surging 

food prices goes well beyond this. It has also led to malnutrition, food-related violence, political 

unrest, disease, and even lower school attendance rates. Moreover, existing social problems such as 

poverty, gender discrimination, and inadequate healthcare resources have exacerbated and become 

more alarming.  

The global scope and the complexity of the food crisis require international discourse and 

coordination. As a result, ECOSOC has decided to convene a special meeting to help define a 

comprehensive global response to the crisis. This is a time of tremendous challenges but also an 

opportunity for critical examinations and creative solutions. Therefore, this meeting will not only 

focus on the immediate responses to stabilize food prices and save millions of lives, but also on 

 
3 “FAO Food Price Index | World Food Situation | Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations,” accessed 
June 11, 2020, http://www.fao.org/worldfoodsituation/foodpricesindex/en/. 
4 Ibid. 
5 Ibid. 
6 ECOSOC Special Meetings on Emergency Situations, “Food Crisis Issues Note May 2008,” May 20, 2008, 
https://www.un.org/en/ecosoc/docs/pdfs/food_crisis_issues_note_may_2008.pdf. 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?SmBtD2
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?SmBtD2
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ccAh5k
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ccAh5k
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discussing how we can restructure the global agricultural business to prevent similar crises from 

happening again.  

Food security is defined as the situation where “all people, at all times, have physical, social and 

economic access to sufficient, safe and nutritious food which meets their dietary needs and food 

preferences for an active and healthy life,”7 and food insecurity exists when the aforementioned 

criteria are not met.  

The World Food Programme (WFP) defines the four pillars of food security as  

1. Availability: enough food that is available to everyone 

2. Access: affordable food that is accessible to everyone 

3. Utilization: the right kind of food that benefits health 

4. Stability: the aforementioned three standards have to be met without major interruption.8  

While there is no direct measure of food insecurity that covers all four components, there are many 

estimates that can be put together to delineate a clearer picture of the food insecurity landscape. 

Some of the most widely used methods are the FAO method that estimates calorie intake per 

capita,9 household income and expenditure surveys, and experience-based food insecurity scales of 

the Data4Diets program.10 

Current Situation 

Impact 

 
7 Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, Trade Reforms and Food Security: Conceptualizing the Linkages 
(Rome, 2003). 
8 “The 4 Pillars of Food Security,” World Food Program USA (blog), accessed June 13, 2020, 
https://www.wfpusa.org/multimedia/the-4-pillars-of-food-security/. 
9 “Keynote Paper: FAO Methodology for Estimating the Prevalence of Undernourishment,” accessed June 13, 2020, 
http://www.fao.org/3/Y4249E/y4249e06.htm#bm06. 
10 “Data4Diets | INDDEX Project,” accessed June 13, 2020, https://inddex.nutrition.tufts.edu/data4diets. 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?FGPqOS
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?FGPqOS
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?FGPqOS
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?FGPqOS
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?MSqeJc
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?MSqeJc
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?MSqeJc
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?MSqeJc
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?p2hqsq
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?p2hqsq
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?dI2j3t
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The most direct impact of rising prices in basic crops is intensified hunger and malnutrition. Not only 

do higher prices affect affordability, which leads to hunger, but also it disrupts normal diet since 

people tend to reduce purchases of other high-nutrient foods such as meat, vegetables, and fruits 

when basic food (such as cereal) prices are high, which leads to malnutrition. According to the 

research of FAO, 40 out of the 120 countries investigated are or will be threatened by severe 

hunger.11 Afghanistan alone has had an additional 2.5 million people at risk of malnutrition.12 

Poverty is another major impact of rising food prices. Wheat price has risen by 130%, soy by 87%, 

and rice by 74% in the past year.13 The meteoric rise in food prices is expected to push more than 100 

million people into severe poverty.14  

The disproportionate nature of the impact must not be ignored. First, grain-importer countries will 

suffer from the current situation, whereas grain-exporter countries will become the winners because 

of rising prices. Second, countries and households that have been under poverty before the crisis are 

estimated to be hit much harder. In the United States, food expenditure is only 16% of household 

spending among the poorest fifth of the population, while the national average of this number is 73% 

in Nigeria, 65% in Vietnam, and 50% in Indonesia.15 For people in these countries, food expenditure 

accounts for a significant part of their spending, so even the slightest increase in food prices may 

have a tremendous impact on their survival.  

 
11 Edmund Sanders and Tracy Wilkinson, “U.N. Food Aid Costlier as Need Soars,” Los Angeles Times, April 1, 2008, 
https://www.latimes.com/world/la-fg-food1apr01-story.html. 
12 Julian Borger, “Feed the World? We Are Fighting a Losing Battle, UN Admits,” The Guardian, February 26, 2008, sec. 
Environment, https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2008/feb/26/food.unitednations. 
13 Robin McKie and Heather Stewart, “Focus: Hunger. Strikes. Riots. The Food Crisis Bites,” The Guardian, April 12, 2008, 
sec. Environment, https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2008/apr/13/food.climatechange. 
14 Ibid. 
15 “Opinion | The World Food Crisis,” The New York Times, April 10, 2008, sec. Opinion, 
https://www.nytimes.com/2008/04/10/opinion/10thu1.html. 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?6Z3X47
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?6Z3X47
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?aRymEl
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?aRymEl
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?aRymEl
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?aRymEl
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?TIl938
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?TIl938
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?TIl938
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?TIl938
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ZcG4tr
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ZcG4tr
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ZcG4tr
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ZcG4tr
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The rising food prices have also led to political instability and food-related violence. Food price hike 

usually serves as the trigger of civil conflicts in countries where people have long been dissatisfied 

with the socioeconomic and political situation. In Dhaka, Bangladesh, there was a clash between 

10,000 textile workers with the police.17 In Haiti, protestors gathered outside the presidential 

palace.18 In Vietnam, raiders stripped crops at night.19 Demonstrations have taken place in Egypt, 

Indonesia, Ivory Coast, Mauritania, Mozambique, Senegal, and Cameroon.20  

Food insecurity renders people more vulnerable to diseases, including HIV, TB, and perinatal 

complications. People suffering from poverty and insecure food supply are more likely to engage in 

risky behaviors, such as sexual exploitation and transaction.21 A weak immune system due to 

malnutrition and hunger also increases the risk of becoming sick.22 Moreover, the sick and the 

vulnerable-especially the elderly and female-are often sidelined when distributing limited resources, 

which further exacerbates their conditions.  

 
16 “The Cost of Food: Facts and Figures,” April 15, 2008, http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/programmes/newsnight/7348807.stm. 
17 McKie and Stewart, “Focus.” 
18 Ibid. 
19 Ibid. 
20 Ibid. 
21 Kara Greenblott, “Social Protection in the Era of HIV and AIDS,” n.d., 48. 
22 Ibid. 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?buh4cM
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?a51V7o
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?bqfNn4
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When households cannot afford to eat, non-essential expenditures are cut, which includes 

education. Schools in rural areas are seeing a lower attendance rate due to the rise of basic food 

prices and, consequently, a tighter budget. While free school meals have always been a key incentive 

for parents to send their children to school in poor regions, WFP had to cut school meals as its 

financial shortfall rose by 50% due to rising food prices.23 Without WFP’s support, families affected 

would have to either pay for their kids’ school meals or stop sending their children to school and let 

them work on a farm or in a factory instead. The latter is a much more common decision. 

Possible causes 

While it is still unclear about what exactly led to the crisis, social scientists have pointed to some 

potential causes. Some refer to the current crisis as a “food price crisis” instead of a “food crisis.” 

There is a credit to this name because although the food supply is running low, we still have enough. 

Instead of empty food shelves, people are priced out of the market and they cannot bring the food 

on the shelf back home. Therefore, understanding what has driven up the price is the most 

important to solving this problem. 

The oil price spike in 2007 and early 2008 is believed to have largely contributed to the rising food 

prices. From January 2007 to April 2008, Europe Brent Spot Price, one of the major references for 

global oil price movement, increased by 103.19%.24 Oil price is closely related to agriculture, 

especially fertilizers, in two ways. First, crude oil refinement produces nitrogen and sulfur that are 

essential to fertilizer production. Therefore, the increase in crude oil prices eventually leads to higher 

costs for fertilizers, which translates into higher food costs and higher food prices. Second, while 

natural gas is used to produce fertilizers, it is also used as a substitute for petroleum in some cases to 

produce energy, such as hydrogen fuel.25 Consequently, as oil prices increase, consumers shift from 

petroleum to natural gas. With rising demand, natural gas becomes more expensive.  

 
23 Julian Borger, “WFP Cuts School Meals as Food Crisis Grows,” The Guardian, April 22, 2008, sec. Environment, 
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2008/apr/23/food.biofuels. 
24 “Europe Brent Spot Price FOB (Dollars per Barrel),” accessed June 14, 2020, 
https://www.eia.gov/dnav/pet/hist/RBRTED.htm. 
25 “Hydrogen Fuel Basics,” Energy.gov, accessed June 14, 2020, https://www.energy.gov/eere/fuelcells/hydrogen-fuel-
basics. 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?kqFGFJ
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?kqFGFJ
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?kqFGFJ
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?kqFGFJ
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?RFI8Ca
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?RFI8Ca
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?Dq8A4P
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?Dq8A4P
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The rising crude oil price is attributed to the combined effect of rising demand and stagnant supply 

growth. In 2006, the U.S. Energy Information Administration (EIA) predicted that global demand for 

oil would increase by 37% by 2030, driven by increasing demand from the transportation sector and 

emerging markets (such as China and India).27  From 1990 to 2006, global crude oil production 

increased by 22.79%,28 while global consumption increased by 27.38%, which was faster than the 

growth rate of production.29 The shrinking amount of oil stockpiles, reflecting a rising demand for oil 

and a relatively slow supply growth, eventually drove oil prices up. 

Increasing energy prices also make biofuel production more profitable, prompting more farmers to 

grow crops for biofuels rather than food. Some countries, including the United States, Canada, 

Argentina, and several European countries, have been subsidizing farmers if they ferment their crops 

to produce ethanol instead of selling it on the food market in order to limit their dependence on 

imported oil.30 A third of American corn crop was used for biofuel production in 2007, and 10% of the 

EU’s petro is expected to be supplied by biofuels.31 

 
26 “Europe Brent Spot Price FOB (Dollars per Barrel).” 
27 “World Oil Demand ‘to Rise by 37%,’” BBC News, June 20, 2006, sec. Business, 
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/business/5099400.stm. 
28 “Data & Statistics,” International Energy Agency, accessed June 14, 2020, https://www.iea.org/data-and-statistics. 
29 “Energy Information Administration - International Petroleum (Oil) Consumption Data,” December 12, 2007, 
https://web.archive.org/web/20071212204424/http://www.eia.doe.gov/emeu/international/oilconsumption.html. 
30 McKie and Stewart, “Focus.” 
31 Ibid. 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?vezhGt
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?hsUbLJ
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?hsUbLJ
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?hsUbLJ
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?hsUbLJ
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?a6kv3k
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?qamhRD
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?qamhRD
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?qamhRD
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?qamhRD
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?pQSZNz
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In fact, the “food vs. fuel” debate has been going on for years. It is still unclear to what extent 

biofuels, especially first-generation biofuels, can reduce CO2 emissions.32 Also, subsidies for biofuels 

may encourage the conversion of forests and grasslands into farmlands.33 Supporters of biofuels 

argue that the impact of increased biofuel production on food price surge is minor.34 The geopolitical 

advantage that biofuel can offer is also tempting as it may reduce countries’ dependency on fossil 

fuels - a crucial resource subject to the global political climate.  

Not all crops are grown for humans’ direct consumption, which only accounts for 48% of global grain 

production.35 As discussed previously, another part of the crops is used to produce energy, which 

accounts for a rising share of 17%.36 The remaining 35% is used to feed livestock.37 This part of grain 

consumption has become the key to understanding the crisis because of the changing diet in 

developing countries. The demand for more resource-intensive foods, such as meat and dairy 

products, is rising in developing countries as their living standards are improved.38 

39 

While the demand for food is rising, productivity growth has been stagnant due to insufficient 

funding in agriculture, especially in developing countries. Agricultural investment is crucial in that it 

 
32 “Opinion | The World Food Crisis.” 
33 Ibid. 
34 “Bad Policy, Not Biofuel, Drive Food Prices: Merkel,” Reuters, April 17, 2008, https://www.reuters.com/article/us-
germany-biofuels-idUSL1721113520080417. 
35 “Grain Harvest Sets Record, But Supplies Still Tight | Worldwatch Institute,” September 22, 2008, 
https://web.archive.org/web/20080922231702/http://www.worldwatch.org/node/5539. 
36 Ibid. 
37 Ibid. 
38 Reguly, “How the Cupboards Went Bare,” April 12, 2008, https://www.theglobeandmail.com/news/world/how-the-
cupboards-went-bare/article17983701/. 
39 “The Cost of Food.” 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?2kDzyW
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?6J8khP
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?6J8khP
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?6J8khP
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?6J8khP
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?KwwQC7
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?KwwQC7
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?Zkcd0s
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?Zkcd0s
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?VenLfL
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can maximize current agricultural output and fully realize the potential of the land we have. For 

example, post-harvest losses are one of the main results of inefficient agricultural technology. In 

many developing countries and least developed countries (LDCs), the percentage of crops that are 

lost post-harvest ranges from 10%, which is the common level, to 50% in some regions in Africa and 

South America.40 If we had the technology to minimize the loss, food supply would go up without 

converging more forests into farmlands and fewer people would suffer from starvation. 

According to the report of the World Bank, growth in the agriculture sectors is the most effective in 

terms of alleviating poverty among all economic sectors,41 whereas FAO warns that investment into 

agriculture is far from sufficient.42 In fact, the International Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD) 

says that the percentage of Official Development Assistance (ODA), “the official and concessional 

part of [resource flows to developing countries],”43 that goes into agriculture plummeted from 20% 

in the early 1980s to 2.9% in 2006.44 Spending on agriculture as a percentage of total public spending 

halved from 1980 to 2004 in developing countries.45 With insufficient funding, productivity growth is 

limited and cannot keep up with population growth,46 although there is still enough food to feed 

everyone. 

Unfavorable weather and environmental conditions have also contributed to the crisis. As the third-

largest wheat exporter, Australia’s wheat production went down by almost 50% since the 2005-06 

crop year due to extreme weather.47 75% of the crop genetic base has been lost, and the general 

natural resource base of agriculture has also been declining faster than ever.48 With the 

 
40 FAO, “Agricultural Engineering in Development - Post-Harvest Losses,” accessed June 25, 2020, 
http://www.fao.org/3/t0522e/T0522E04.htm. 
41 International Fund for Agriculture Development, “Statement by IFAD at Economic and Social Council Special Meeting 
on the Global Food Crisis,” May 20, 2008, https://www.un.org/en/ecosoc/docs/pdfs/ifad.pdf. 
42 “Lack of Investment in Agriculture Hinders Overall Economic Growth in Developing Countries,” accessed June 14, 
2020, http://www.fao.org/newsroom/en/news/2004/50703/index.html. 
43 “Official Development Assistance – Definition and Coverage - OECD,” accessed June 25, 2020, 
http://www.oecd.org/development/financing-sustainable-development/development-finance-
standards/officialdevelopmentassistancedefinitionandcoverage.htm. 
44 International Fund for Agriculture Development, “Statement by IFAD at Economic and Social Council Special Meeting 
on the Global Food Crisis.” 
45 “Statement by Bangladesh at the Special Meeting of the ECOSOC on Global Food Crisis,” May 20, 2008. 
46 ECOSOC Special Meetings on Emergency Situations, “Food Crisis Issues Note May 2008.” 
47 Ibid. 
48 Ibid. 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?bOsrGw
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?bOsrGw
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?bOsrGw
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?8fgn4U
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compounding impact of soil degradation and climate change, the environment is limiting future 

growth in agricultural productivity. 
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History of the Problem 

The Right to Food is recognized as a fundamental human right and is included in Article 25 of the 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights proclaimed by the UN General Assembly in 1948.49 Yet, food 

insecurity is hardly a new problem that humanity faces, and the food crisis has only exacerbated it. 

According to FAO’s policy brief in 2006, 850 million people were estimated to be undernourished 

around the world.50 Unfortunately, this number had barely changed since the early 1990s when the 

Millennium Development Goal 1 (MDG1 - “Halve, between 1990 and 2015, the proportion of people 

who suffer from hunger”)51 was set.52 Analysts are also pessimistic about realizing MDG1 by 2015.53  

The historic development of confronting food insecurity varies drastically from regions to regions. As 

shown in Table 1, while Near East and North Africa, East and Southeast Asia, South Asia, and Latin 

America and the Caribbean have all seen significant improvements in food security, the situation in 

Sub-Saharan Africa was just as bad in 2000-02 as it had been 30 years ago.  

 

 

 

 

 

 
49 “Universal Declaration of Human Rights,” October 6, 2015, https://www.un.org/en/universal-declaration-human-
rights/. 
50 FAO - COMMITTEE ON WORLD FOOD SECURITY, “Assessment of the World Food Security Situation,” May 23, 2005, 
http://www.fao.org/3/j4968e/j4968e00.htm. 
51 “United Nations Millennium Development Goals” (United Nations), accessed June 20, 2020, 
https://www.un.org/millenniumgoals/poverty.shtml. 
52 FAO, “Policy Brief: Food Security,” June 2006, 
http://www.fao.org/fileadmin/templates/faoitaly/documents/pdf/pdf_Food_Security_Cocept_Note.pdf. 
53 FAO - COMMITTEE ON WORLD FOOD SECURITY, “Assessment of the World Food Security Situation.” 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=ze8hNQ
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=ze8hNQ
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?UhsGZa
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?UhsGZa
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?H0ZlJl
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?H0ZlJl
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?plApm7
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?plApm7
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?LYf0JT
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Table 1: Prevalence of Undernourishment in Developing Countries and Countries in Transition54 

Region Percentage Undernourished 

 1969-71 1979-81 1990-92 1996-98 2000-02 

Sub-Saharan Africa 34 37 35 34 33 

Near East and North Africa 25 9 8 10 10 

East and Southeast Asia 43 29 17 13 13 

South Asia 38 38 26 23 22 

Latin America and the Caribbean 19 13 13 11 10 

All developing regions 37 29 20 18 17 

Regarding the factors causing food insecurity, human agency has become a much more prominent 

factor, either in the form of armed conflicts or in the form of natural hazard escalation due to human 

activities. The number of food emergencies has more than doubled in the past two decades, which is 

mainly attributed to increased occurrences of armed conflicts compounded with natural disasters.55  

Although food insecurity is not a new problem, it has evolved and changed in the past few decades. 

Nowadays, smallholders and landless laborers are the vast majority of the chronically hungry 

population,56 and factors to be mentioned below are changing how they might respond to the crisis. 

One of the major changes is the rapid pace of urbanization in developing countries. The UN 

estimates that urban areas in developing countries are where most of the world’s population growth 

occurs between 2000 and 2030.57 The rapid urbanization will improve livelihood. The World Bank 

projects that income per capita will increase at an annual rate of 3.4% from 2006 to 2015, and it is 

also estimated that daily caloric intake per person will grow by 200 kilocalories.58  

 
54 FAO, The State of Food Insecurity in the World 2004: Monitoring Progress towards the World Food Summit and 
Millennium Development Goals (Rome: FAO, 2004). 
55 FAO, “Policy Brief: Food Security.” 
56 Ibid. 
57 Ibid. 
58 Ibid. 
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Despite the aforementioned improvements in livelihood, the absolute number of undernourished 

urban residents is still alarming.59 About 950 million city dwellers do not have access to basic services 

such as “sufficient living space, clean water[,] improved sanitation facilities … [and] adequate 

food.”60  

These people are part of the poor landless laborers that are among the most vulnerable to food price 

hikes. Landless laborers, urban and rural, poor and rich, are all net food buyers. They do not produce 

food by themselves, so their food consumption is completely dependent on the market. While this 

may not mean that much to the affluent, it does put the poor in a highly unfavorable position where 

they have access to neither food nor the money to buy food. The poor do not have sufficient control 

over fulfilling their basic needs, which makes them vulnerable in times of a crisis like this one. 

Aside from urbanization, globalization and the consolidation of global food systems also play a role. 

According to an FAO report, a third of the global food sales comes from the world’s 30 biggest 

supermarket chains.61 These supermarket chains again limit their own suppliers to a handful of 

farmers only, which consolidates the production of food and changes the landscape of agribusiness. 

Together, these two factors present opportunities as well as risks for smallholders especially in 

developing countries. While the new agribusiness landscape may represent new opportunities for 

small farmers to profit more if they could be integrated into the global food trade system, it is also 

possible that they would eventually be left out of the trend and be further marginalized.62 Giant 

transnational supermarkets usually have higher standards for quality, and thus, becoming a 

contractor of these companies requires substantial investments in facilities and technology in order 

to reach these standards.63 Not all small farmers, however, are capable of making these investments. 

Moreover, smallholders are generally not as favorable as large holding farmers due to higher 

transaction costs.64 

 
59 Ibid. 
60 Ibid. 
61 Ibid. 
62 Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, Trade Reforms and Food Security: Conceptualizing the 
Linkages. 
63 FAO, The State of Food Insecurity in the World 2004. 
64 Ibid. 
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Another trend related to globalization is trade liberalization, which is closely related to agriculture 

and has become a focal point of debate amid the food crisis. Trade affects food security directly by 

affecting the availability of food in food-export and -import countries, and indirectly by changing 

resource allocation, farming activities, and income distribution.65 

A liberalized trade, or free trade, refers to voluntary market activities regulated only by supply and 

demand without any governmental or institutional control.66 It is equivalent to the idea of perfect 

competition applied to international trade. There does not exist a completely free trade or market 

yet. More commonly, governments issue tariffs on imported goods and subsidize local farmers to 

make domestic products cheaper, i.e. more competitive in local markets, so as to protect domestic 

businesses. This is referred to as protectionism, the opposite of trade liberalization.67 Most countries 

are in the middle of the spectrum with free trade and protectionism on its two ends. A free trade 

agreement usually requires involved countries to reduce their protection of domestic companies 

mainly by lowering tariffs (which favors import) and lowering subsidies to domestic farmers (which 

increases prices of domestic products and makes them less competitive).  

 
65 Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, Trade Reforms and Food Security: Conceptualizing the 
Linkages. 
66 Adam Barone, “How a Free Trade Agreement (FTA) Works,” Investopedia, accessed June 26, 2020, 
https://www.investopedia.com/terms/f/free-trade.asp. 
67 Jim Chappelow, “Protectionism Definition,” Investopedia, accessed June 26, 2020, 
https://www.investopedia.com/terms/p/protectionism.asp. 
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The conventional wisdom that a more liberalized market would benefit developing countries and 

LDCs is based on the idea of comparative advantage. Most developing countries are labor-intensive 

and lean heavily toward agriculture, while developed countries are more capital-intensive. Logically, 

if all countries engaged in free trade where developing countries trade labor-intensive products (such 

as agricultural products) for capital-intensive products from developed countries without 

interventions from any party, developing countries can bid up the price of labor which eventually 

translates into higher real wages for their people.68 In other words, trade liberalization would benefit 

developing countries and LDCs by giving them a bigger say in the export market. Another way in 

which trade liberalization could potentially benefit developing countries is higher food prices. Prices 

under a competitive market are usually higher than subsidized levels, and developing countries and 

LDCs, as food exporters, could gain more from trade since their products would be more profitable.69 

 
68 Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, Trade Reforms and Food Security: Conceptualizing the 
Linkages. 
69Ibid. 
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Arguably, trade brings economic gains, and the study of trade is exactly the origin of modern 

economics.70 However, controversy still exists over the equity of those gains.  

First, the prospect of a free global market does not seem very optimistic because states have low 

incentives to undermine their economic profits for a more equitable global trade system, which is 

shown in the recent failure of the Doha Round. The Doha Round, or the Doha Development Agenda 

(DDA), is a trade negotiation among member countries of the World Trade Organization aimed to 

reduce trade barriers and introduce freer global trade.71 Although initiators were highly optimistic 

about a potential DDA agreement and about its positive impact on poverty alleviation, the prospect 

looks dimmer than ever. In 2007, the United States, the European Union, Brazil, and India failed to 

reach an agreement over the extent of opening up industrial and agricultural markets and that of the 

farm subsidies to be cut in wealthy nations.72 Both parties, the developed and the developing 

countries, demanded larger export markets and accused the other of not fulfilling their 

responsibilities in reducing domestic farm subsidies.73 

Moreover, researchers have found that the benefits of trade liberalization are more likely to be 

captured by a handful of rich countries that dominate the export market, and the perils for small 

farmers and poor countries are underestimated, which ties to the issue of food insecurity more 

directly. In 2007, Developed North America, the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) Europe, 

and Developed Europe took the lion’s share in wheat, barley, and maize net export, while some of 

the Asian and African countries led in rice net export only.74 Most importantly, Sub-Saharan Africa 

and Western Asia were the net importers of all four basic cereal crops,75 which means that they are 

more vulnerable to global food price hikes and are among the most affected in times of a food crisis. 

In an agriculture export market dominated by developed and a handful of developing countries 

 
70 Gobind T. Nankani and Roberto Zagha, eds., “Trade Liberalization: Why so Much Controversy?,” in Economic Growth in 
the 1990s: Learning from a Decade of Reform (World Bank, 2005). 
71 “WTO | The Doha Round,” accessed June 26, 2020, https://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/dda_e/dda_e.htm. 
72 “G4 Talks Collapse, Throw Trade Round into Doubt,” Reuters, June 21, 2007, 4, https://www.reuters.com/article/us-
trade-wto-idUSL2179513320070621. 
73 Ibid. 
74 “UN Comtrade Analytics - Trade Dashboard,” accessed June 26, 2020, https://comtrade.un.org/labs/data-explorer/. 
75 Ibid. 
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(China, India, Brazil, and etc.), it is hard to say whether the most needed would benefit from a more 

liberalized trade. 

76 

In addition, the theory of free trade is based on the assumption that the market is perfectly 

competitive, while this is not the case in reality if political factors and varied economic strengths are 

taken into consideration.77 Moreover, even if liberalization aids economic growth, studies have 

shown that adverse effects on the poor are also possible and more research must be conducted to 

minimize those effects.78 

Trade liberalization and globalization do bring new possibilities to the poor. However, there remains 

significant work to be done so as to fully crystallize these good intentions. When evaluating the 

impact of trade liberalization on food insecurity, and poverty in general, it is important not to focus 

on the macro effect only but on the micro level - how the poor and vulnerable population are 

affected - as well. Also, the world should recognize that trade liberalization does not guarantee 

improvements in welfare. Other relevant policy considerations, such as equity and resilience 

enhancement, should also be made to capture the opportunity presented by trade. 

  

 
76 “The Cost of Food.” 
77 Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, Trade Reforms and Food Security: Conceptualizing the 
Linkages. 
78 Ibid. 
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Past Actions 

Food crisis response 

Country-specific 

As the crisis unfolds, countries and institutions around the world have taken actions to mitigate the 

negative impact. Major actions include: 

1. Limiting food exports,  

2. Lowering import taxes on food,  

3. Subsidizing domestic farmers,  

4. Releasing state reserves,  

5. Increasing domestic production, 

6. Rationing.  

Ramping up production is relatively more consistent with sustainable long-term strategies because 

they 1) lower food prices as supply increases, 2) have lower disruption to both the local and global 

market, and 3) ensure the sustained incentives for farmers. Countries attempting to increase 

production include countries of the Bolivarian Alternative for the Americas (ALBA) - Venezuela, 

Bolivia, Nicaragua, and Cuba - agreeing to grow more food under a 105-million-USD plan.79  

While the UN does not encourage protectionism,80 price controls and export restrictions are widely 

deployed across the globe. Russia has issued a freeze on food prices to prevent further price 

increases in milk, bread, eggs, and other staples.81 Brazil and Argentina are both halting exports to 

 
79 Nick Olle, “Brazil Halts Rice Exports as World Food Prices Climb,” April 25, 2008, https://www.abc.net.au/news/2008-
04-25/brazil-halts-rice-exports-as-world-food-prices/2415634. 
80 “Secretary-General Ban Warns against Impulses towards Protectionism,” UN News, April 20, 2008, 
https://news.un.org/en/story/2008/04/256672-secretary-general-ban-warns-against-impulses-towards-protectionism. 
81 Tony Halpin, “Kremlin Orders a Freeze on Food Prices as Country Gets Set for Polls - Times Online,” October 26, 2007, 
https://web.archive.org/web/20110904175555/http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/news/world/europe/article2741064.ece. 
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maintain domestic grain supply.82 Haiti has issued a 15% reduction in food prices to ameliorate food 

riots.83 China has been releasing state reserves of grains and limiting exports to control prices.84 

Pakistan has reintroduced ration cards to allow people to purchase cheaper crops.85 The 100 million 

USD allocated to food security funds among ALBA countries is accompanied by a completely public 

food distribution network with price controls to prevent speculative activities that may drive up 

commodity prices again.86 

Although price controls and export restrictions seem to be the most direct way to curb price increase 

and ensure domestic supply, they may have serious long-term consequences on the domestic and 

international market. Domestically, price control limits farmers’ profitability and disincentivizes 

smallholders in particular, given that raw material prices, i.e. the costs of farming, are still high. 

Globally, export restrictions decrease the amount of international food supply since countries are not 

selling their surplus food anymore. This is terrible news for countries that are unable to increase 

production or are historically dependent on food import. For instance, Cameroon’s lifting of import 

taxes on certain basic food failed to produce desirable outcomes partly because China, one of its 

largest rice importers, cut supplies.87 Therefore, measures such as price controls and export 

restrictions should be carefully evaluated before implementation and closely monitored afterwards. 

Food trade is global, and international and regional cooperation is necessary for an effective 

response to the global crisis. The UN Secretary-General announced the establishment of the High-

Level Task Force for the food crisis in late April.88 Japan promised to donate $100m to help those 

affected by the crisis, the first half of which will be distributed by WFP.89 Thailand announced the 

 
82 Olle, “Brazil Halts Rice Exports as World Food Prices Climb.” 
83 Joseph Guyler Delva, “Price of Rice Prompts Renewed Anger in Haiti,” Reuters, April 15, 2008, 
https://www.reuters.com/article/idUSN15226767. 
84 “Mekong Nations to Form Rice Price-Fixing Cartel,” August 24, 2008, 
https://web.archive.org/web/20080824102712/http://www.radioaustralia.net.au/news/stories/200804/s2232076.htm?tab
=asia. 
85 “Reviving the Ration Card,” The Economist, April 17, 2008, https://www.economist.com/briefing/2008/04/17/reviving-
the-ration-card. 
86 “ALBA Summit in Venezuela Responds to World Food Crisis and Bolivian Crisis,” Venezuelanalysis.com, April 24, 2008, 
https://venezuelanalysis.com/news/3380. 
87 “Lifting of Import Taxes Fails to Reduce Food Prices,” The New Humanitarian, April 29, 2008, 
https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/report/77971/cameroon-lifting-import-taxes-fails-reduce-food-prices. 
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creation of the Organisation of Rice Exporting Countries (OREC) along with Burma, Laos, Vietnam, 

and Cambodia as an attempt to control global rice prices.90  

ECOSOC 

International organizations like ECOSOC assist the coordination of global responses and provide 

direct aid for the affected communities. The World Bank has issued emergency measures to confront 

the crisis, which includes a $10m fund to Haiti and doubled agricultural loans to Africa.91 IFAD has 

assisted in a short-term program to capitalize on the high food prices in Ghana and stimulated grain 

production in Benin.92 The International Monetary Fund has been monitoring the macroeconomic 

implications of rising food prices on inflation and providing technical assistance on national support 

projects targeting the poor population.93 

Food insecurity 

Millennium Development Goals 

The United Nations Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) were the most overarching 

development goals set by all Member States for the time period from 2000 to 2015,94 and the very 

first goal was to “eradicate extreme poverty and hunger.”95 Target 1.C specified the goal of 

“[halving], between 1990 and 2015, the proportion of people who suffer from hunger.”96 As of 2008, 

the world has just passed the mid-point of MDGs. Worldwide progress in achieving MDG1 is shown in 

the chart below. For children, in particular, data showed that although child hunger is decreasing in 

most regions, it would be challenging to meet the target by 2015 with current speed of progress.97 

 
90 “Mekong Nations to Form Rice Price-Fixing Cartel.” 
91 “World Bank Tackles Food Emergency,” April 14, 2008, http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/business/7344892.stm. 
92 International Fund for Agriculture Development, “Statement by IFAD at Economic and Social Council Special Meeting 
on the Global Food Crisis,” May 20, 2008, https://www.un.org/en/ecosoc/docs/pdfs/ifad.pdf. 
93 IMF, “Statement by IMF at the ECOSOC High-Level Meeting on the Global Food Crisis,” May 20, 2008. 
94 “United Nations Millennium Development Goals” (United Nations), accessed September 6, 2020, 
https://www.un.org/millenniumgoals/. 
95 “United Nations Millennium Development Goals.” 
96 Ibid. 
97 United Nations, “The Millennium Development Goals Report 2007,” 2007. 
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98 

United Nations World Food Programme 

The World Food Programme (WFP) was established in 1961 “as an experiment to deliver food aid 

through the UN system”.99 It promotes food security by working on country capacity strengthening, 

emergency relief, food assistance, resilience building and etc.100 During the past six decades, WFP 

has been actively combating food insecurity and improving the food assistance framework. 

WFP has been promoting sustainable aid initiatives. One example of this is “buying local” where 

WFP purchases excess harvests from developing economies that are most likely to go wasted due to 

poor storage and exposure to damage.101 It spent 612 million USD on food in 69 developing countries 

in 2007, which was 30% more than the number from 2006.102 Buying local not only saves WFP money 

on food transportation but also supports farmers, especially smallholders, in the form of income. 

Food assistance as such can support the development of local markets and incentivize farmers to 

produce crops, which creates a sustainable prospect for the local economy. 

WFP recognizes that different nations have different needs in terms of food security, and thus shifts 

toward a new Country Strategic Planning framework. This new framework makes national 

stakeholders the drivers behind aid initiatives, aiming to better cater to diverse national needs and to 

integrate aid programs more effectively into national frameworks.103 

Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations 

 
98 Adam Rogers, “Millennium Development Goals: 2007 Progress Chart,” 2007, 1. 
99 “History | World Food Programme,” accessed September 6, 2020, https://www.wfp.org/history. 
100 “United Nations World Food Programme (WFP) - WFP.Org,” accessed September 6, 2020, https://www.wfp.org/. 
101 WFP, “World Food Programme Annual Report 2007,” December 5, 2007. 
102 Ibid. 
103 “Country Strategic Planning | World Food Programme,” accessed September 6, 2020, https://www.wfp.org/country-
strategic-planning. 
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Founded in 1945, the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) is a specialized agency of the United 

Nations that focuses on hunger elimination and nutrition and food security improvements.104 FAO 

currently works in more than 130 countries and has over 194 member states.105 

Aside from leading and coordinating global efforts on food security and sustainable agriculture 

development, FAO is the leader in offering comprehensive food and agricultural information and 

improving food insecurity assessment methods. Its food price monitoring consists of International 

Prices, Food Price Index, Agricultural Producer Prices, Wholesale Prices, Retail Prices, and FAO CPI, 

covering various facets of food prices in both the international and domestic price domains.106 FAO 

also created reliable food insecurity indicators including the Prevalence of Undernourishment (PoU) 

and the Food Insecurity Experience Scale (FIES).107 With these data, policy makers can make better 

informed decisions to effectively improve food security. 
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Possible Solutions 

Given the interconnectedness of the global agricultural market, it is urgent that countries collaborate 

on a unified and consistent international approach to tackle the crisis. When considering possible 

solutions to this crisis, it is important to consider short- and long-term solutions that can save lives as 

soon as possible and ensure sustainable agricultural development. While a holistic set of solutions is 

well beyond the scope of the discussion here, this background guide will point to some key areas of 

focus. 

Short-term 

The most urgent action is the direct aid to the most vulnerable households and countries. Although 

the purpose is fairly clear and straightforward, practical actions to save millions of lives from hunger 

and malnutrition are complicated. First, it is important to understand different forms of aid, most 

commonly in cash or in food. If aids are provided in food, the hungry population will be able to obtain 

necessary nutrients in the most direct way. Moreover, food donation is generally more readily 

available than cash. Yet, direct food aid may disrupt the local food market if from an external source, 

and entail high transportation costs. Cash aid can stimulate the local food market and give the 

beneficiaries more choices on food, with the potential risk of inflation and being used for non-food 

consumption.108  

Increasing production can stabilize food prices and prevent another significant hike to some extent 

as the price goes down when supply goes up. Attention should be given to smallholders for their 

vulnerability and inability to maintain the current level of production. Government and non-

government organizations should both support smallholders by securing their access to fertilizers, 

seeds, and other tools. Smallholders are also the key to increase production because less-than-2-

hectare farmlands account for 85% of total farms.109 To ramp up production, global and regional 

 
108 Greenblott, “Social Protection in the Era of HIV and AIDS.” 
109 International Fund for Agriculture Development, “Statement by IFAD at Economic and Social Council Special Meeting 
on the Global Food Crisis.” 
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cooperation is necessary because developing and underdeveloped countries may not be able to fully 

fund the process and reallocate resources quickly enough. 

While many countries have limited export and subsidized domestic farmers, whether countries 

should pursue protectionism is debatable. The UN Secretary-General warned against protectionism, 

saying that the focus should be on expanding the positive impact of the virtuous cycle of free trade 

instead of proceeding in the opposite direction.110 A research conducted by FAO and European Bank 

for Reconstruction and Development (EBRD) found that export restrictions and price controls may 

fail to achieve their objectives and detriment the value-chain.111 A shared disadvantage of both 

policies is inefficiency in helping the most in need. For example, although price controls “control 

prices” by definition, retail firms either compensate their losses by pressurizing farmers or lowering 

quality standards, or go bankrupt.112  

Medium to Long-term 

To solve the food crisis and prevent similar crises from happening again, it is not enough to bring 

people out of hunger and malnutrition. Long-term plans have to be considered to ensure sustainable 

development in the poorest regions.  

First, improvements in agricultural practices are essential. Agricultural improvement should increase 

the resilience of agriculture against both socioeconomic and climate shocks. While the improvement 

in productivity is important, environmental friendliness must also be considered. Technology, i.e. 

agricultural research, is key to finding a sustainable solution. The main question lies in who will be 

paying the bills. Poor farmers and smallholders in developing countries and least developed 

countries are generally unable to afford the investment especially in times of a crisis. Developing 

countries and LDCs are limited in resources and money. Help from the international community is 

necessary.113 

 
110 “Secretary-General Ban Warns against Impulses towards Protectionism.” 
111 Wayne Jones and Armelle Elasri, “Rising Food Prices: Causes, Consequences and Policy Responses,” in Food Crises and 
the WTO, ed. Baris Karapinar and Christian Haberli (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 109–35, 
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511712005.006. 
112 Ibid. 
113 ECOSOC Special Meetings on Emergency Situations, “Food Crisis Issues Note May 2008.” 
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Research into the crisis is important. Not only should experts investigate what has caused the crisis, 

but scholars should also evaluate the effectiveness of government responses in order to inform 

others of better response policies. A comprehensive understanding of the incidence can help the 

world prevent and prepare for another similar food price hike.  

Social safety nets (SSN) and productive safety nets must be enhanced and scaled up. SSN refers to 

social welfare programs that “protect families from the impact of economic shocks, natural 

disasters, and other crises,”114 and it makes sure that everyone can meet basic needs.  It includes 

programs such as cash and food transfer, social pension, public work, and school feeding 

programs.115 Productive safety nets program, first launched by the Ethiopian government in 2005, 

adds sustainable development to its focus by giving cash or food aid to those who participate in 

public work, such as infrastructure construction.116 

The relationship between food and biofuel should also be discussed. The impact of rising biofuel 

production on food security and the effectiveness of biofuel in protecting the environment is not 

clear yet. As a potentially feasible alternative green energy, what biofuels should be made from, how 

biofuels should be produced, and subsidies for biofuels are all key to whether biofuels can achieve 

the expected results with the least distortion. 

The world needs more equitable trade policies that take the interests of the poor into consideration. 

As discussed previously, trade liberalization does provide more opportunities, but the poorest 

countries are net losers under most scenarios.117 A healthier and more equitable global food market 

will benefit the vulnerable in the long term via lower trade barriers, fewer export subsidies, reduced 

distorting domestic support, and assistance to the disadvantaged states.118 In fact, several countries 

have been calling for an early conclusion of the Doha Round. To achieve this goal, international 

 
114 “Safety Nets,” Text/HTML, World Bank, accessed July 4, 2020, https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/safetynets.  
115 Ibid. 
116 “Productive Safety Net Program (PSNP),” accessed July 4, 2020, https://essp.ifpri.info/productive-safety-net-
program-psnp/. 
117 “Food Production Must Benefit World’s Poor, Urge UN-Backed Scientists,” UN News, April 15, 2008, 
https://news.un.org/en/story/2008/04/256062-food-production-must-benefit-worlds-poor-urge-un-backed-scientists. 
118 “WTO | Doha Round: What Are They Negotiating?,” accessed September 6, 2020, 
https://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/dda_e/update_e.htm. 
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strategy and compliance is necessary because there would not be substantial improvements if only 

importing countries reduced import taxes and exporting countries did not eliminate export subsidies. 
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Bloc Positions 

In general, the geographic location could affect a country's position in this issue due to its climate. 

Another factor is whether the country is a net-grain importer or exporter. Some of the crude-oil 

exporting countries have rejected the blame on rising oil prices, and those focusing on biofuel have 

similarly refuted the blame on rising biofuel production. Developing and developed countries also 

have different stances due to their respective positions within the global trade system whose 

incoherence and failure, to the Group of 77 (G77)119 countries and China, has led to the food crisis and 

discouraged agricultural development in especially developing countries.120 Bloc positions can be 

based on the aforementioned factors. In the following section, a brief introduction to bloc positions 

by geography will be discussed. 

Sub-Saharan Africa 

The early cessation of rains last year, lack of access to fertilizers, and low stock of cereals have driven 

up food prices in Benin, Niger, and Nigeria and safety net intervention is urgent.121 Conflicts and civil 

unrests have happened in Somalia, Ethiopia, Kenya, Sudan, Uganda, and many more.122 

Most African countries are grain-importing countries,123 which means that they have been hit much 

harder than others. Historically, Africa’s share of global exports halved from 2.8% to 1.4% between 

1980 and 2005, and Nigeria spent $2.9 billion on food imports in 2007.124 The continent’s heavy 

reliance on imports has put itself at a disadvantageous position in the face of rising global food 

prices.  

Africa is actually abundant in natural resources with the capability to become self-sufficient in food 

supply.125 Challenges inhibiting the progress are formidable, including but not limited to unfavorable 

 
119 “About the Group of 77,” accessed July 19, 2020, https://www.g77.org/doc/. 
120 “Statement by Antigua and Barbuda, on Behalf of G77 and China, at the Special Meeting of the Economic and Social 
Council on Global Food Crisis,” May 20, 2008. 
121 Ibid. 
122 Ibid. 
123 Ibid. 
124 “Statement by Nigeria at the Special Meeting of the Economic and Social Council on Global Food Crisis,” May 20, 
2008. 
125 Ibid. 
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climate, insufficient funding in meteorology and agriculture research, poor agricultural 

infrastructure, unfavorable trading policies, and lack of market access.126 For example, while many 

countries are ramping up grain production to ensure supply or make use of the rising prices, the 

unfavorable climate limits grain output in Africa. Kenya, a net importer of rice even during good 

years, is facing severe food shortages because of fungi that have destroyed 10 to 20% of crops.127 As 

a result, assistance in strengthening resilience in the agriculture sector and trading policies that grant 

African countries more market access are among the top priorities of states in this region. 

Middle East and North Africa (MENA) 

Food production level in MENA falls short of food consumption due to unfavorable climate and 

limited fertile agricultural land, which forces most of its countries to import food from the global 

market.128 In Tunisia, for example, production is expected to decrease due to insufficient soil 

moisture despite government incentives.129 The outlook for cereal production is mildly unfavorable 

in Afghanistan and Jordan due to changing weather patterns and water shortages caused by 

geopolitical issues.130 Consequently, countries in this region are in need of food assistance from the 

international community and/or a sufficient food supply in the global market. 

Economies in high-income countries in MENA are dominated by petroleum and natural gas and do 

not emphasize agriculture, which makes countries like Saudi Arabia, UAE, and Libya vulnerable to 

global food price volatility because of high dependency on food imports.131 90% of the area’s 

population lives in low- and middle-income countries, whose food and agricultural product imports 

account for 11~34% of total imports and, most notably, whose wheat imports contribute two-thirds 

of domestic wheat consumption.132 In light of the current food price surge, it seems even more 

 
126 Ibid. 
127 “Kenya Facing Food Shortage Because of Rising Prices – UN Aid Officials,” UN News, April 18, 2008, 
https://news.un.org/en/story/2008/04/256612-kenya-facing-food-shortage-because-rising-prices-un-aid-officials. 
128 Hans Lofgren and Alan Richards, “Food Security, Poverty, and Economic Policy in the Middle East and North Africa,” 
in Research in Middle East Economics, vol. 5 (Bingley: Emerald (MCB UP ), 2003), 1–31, https://doi.org/10.1016/S1094-
5334(03)05005-2. 
129 “Crop Prospects and Food Situation, No.2,April 2008,” accessed June 15, 2020, 
http://www.fao.org/3/ai465e/ai465e08.htm. 
130 Ibid. 
131 Ibid. 
132 Ibid. 
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urgent for net-importing countries to develop risk control and risk management strategies that can 

protect their vulnerable households from food price volatility. 

For MENA countries especially, the impact of political instability on food security is more prominent. 

Kuwait, Iran, Iraq, Lebanon, and Sudan are all facing significant challenges to improve food security 

due to both internal and external conflicts.133 For countries in MENA, therefore, future agricultural 

policies need to address the resilience of agricultural practices against human-induced disasters. 

Central and South America and the Caribbean 

The outlooks for wheat and maize production in Mexico and for sugar cane production in Cuba are 

optimistic, although Mexico sees an increase in commercial imports due to the implementation of 

the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) with Canada and the U.S.134 In Central America, 

wheat and corn prices have doubled and bean prices have reached a record high due to bad 

weather.135 According to a WFP announcement, the calorie intake per meal in rural El Salvador has 

plummeted to 60% of that in May 2006, indicating a serious nutritional crisis.136 In South America, 

the worst drought in the last 50 years has led to a state of agricultural emergency in about 40% of 

Chile’s municipalities.137 

Countries in this region have varied economic interests in food crisis response. As one of the most 

important oil producers in the world, Venezuela defended oil production and disagreed with the 

statement that rising oil prices led to the food price spike.138 Instead, the country said that the 

fundamental reason lies in the inefficient economic model imposed by developed countries. 

Colombia and Brazil defended biofuels, claiming that the country’s rising biofuel production did not 

lead to decreased food output but advancements in environmental benefits and energy efficiency.139 

 
133 Ibid. 
134 Ibid. 
135 “Surging Food Prices Could Lead to Nutritional Crisis for Central Americans – UN,” UN News, February 26, 2008, 
https://news.un.org/en/story/2008/02/250442-surging-food-prices-could-lead-nutritional-crisis-central-americans-un. 
136 “Surging Food Prices Could Lead to Nutritional Crisis for Central Americans – UN.” 
137 “Crop Prospects and Food Situation, No.2,April 2008.” 
138 “Statement of Venezuela at Special Meeting of ECOSOC on the Global Food Crisis,” May 22, 2008. 
139 “Statement of Colombia at Special Meeting of ECOSOC on Global Food Crisis,” May 21, 2008. 
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However, the Bolivian president criticized the use of farmable lands for biofuels and blamed biofuels 

for the food crisis.140 

For the Caribbean countries, improvements in agricultural practices are of top priorities in addressing 

food insecurity due to their vulnerable agriculture sector. The agriculture in Caribbean countries is 

vulnerable due to their small arable land area and frequent natural disasters. The heavy rains and 

Hurricane Dean in 2007 caused $50 million losses in Jamaica.141 As a food deficit country that has 

already been burdened by debt, Jamaica has suffered even more from the rise in food import 

prices.142 More resilient agricultural practices could potentially protect economic gains, ensure food 

supply, and alleviate poverty to a significant extent. For countries in the Caribbean, their agricultural 

development requires both regional cooperation and international support. The Caribbean 

Community (CARICOM)143 and the Latin American and Caribbean Economic System (SELA)144 are 

two examples of regional cooperation. 

East, Southeast, and South Asia 

Food insecurity is severe in some Asian countries. Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK) is 

threatened by serious food shortages - a 1.66 million tonnes of cereal deficit; 8.9 million people in 

Bangladesh need humanitarian aid due to the impact of Cyclone Sidr; food security is affected by 

political instability, extreme weather, and rising food prices in Sri Lanka.145  

Some Asian countries are ramping up cereal production, taking advantage of the rising crops prices. 

Governments of Armenia, Kazakhstan, and Azerbaijan have all taken actions to incentivize cereal 

production.146 

 
140 “ALBA Summit in Venezuela Responds to World Food Crisis and Bolivian Crisis.” 
141 “Statement by Jamaica at the Special Meeting of the Economic and Social Council on Global Food Crisis,” May 20, 
2008. 
142 Ibid. 
143 “Who We Are,” CARICOM (blog), accessed July 19, 2020, https://caricom.org/our-community/who-we-are/. 
144 “What Is SELA? | SELA,” accessed July 19, 2020, http://www.sela.org/en/what-is-sela/. 
145 “Crop Prospects and Food Situation, No.2,April 2008.” 
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Many countries in this region are advocating for more market access to emerging market 

economies. China and India have been at the center of the Global Food Crisis because some 

attributed the crisis to changing diet and rising population in these two countries. China claimed that 

the improved living standard of its people is a long-term trend and should not be blamed for causing 

the sudden crisis.147 Similarly, India disputed the blame on rising consumption levels in developing 

countries and blamed the “excessive and unsustainable consumption levels in developed 

countries.”148 Sri Lanka placed similar blame on developed countries, calling for the enablement of 

developing countries for self-help which would require global trade reform facilitating exports from 

developing countries to developed markets.149 

Europe, North America, and Oceania 

Food insecurity in this region is less severe. In 2006, 89.1% of American households were food 

secure, and the number was rather stable.150 In general, grain outlook is also favorable. The U.S. and 

Canada are seeing increases in grain output, and recovery in wheat areas is notable due to the strong 

incentives of higher prices.151 In Europe and Australia, production is expected to recover from last 

year’s unfavorable result and reach an around-average level.152 

Most developed countries in this region are donor countries. For example, Norway and Australia 

have both provided humanitarian aid to WFP and several governments and institutions in the 

hardest-hit countries in Africa.153 With relatively lower pressure to ameliorate hunger domestically, 

countries in this region will play a vital role in supporting global progress in food security.  

The European Union (EU) and the United States have historically been the largest subsidizers for 

domestic agricultural products, despite growing controversy. The EU and the U.S. each accounted 
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for roughly a third of the world’s total subsidies in 2001.154 However, changes to these subsidizing 

policies are difficult. In the U.S., concessions in trade negotiations are limited because Congress and 

domestic interest groups seek to preserve these policies and protect national interests, which makes 

it difficult for the country to reduce subsidies without other countries lowering their import tariffs 

first.155 

 

  

 
154 Daniella Markheim, “Farm Subsidies, Free Trade, and the Doha Round,” The Heritage Foundation, accessed 
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Glossary 

Food Insecurity - The situation where the requirements for food security are not met. 

Food Security - “All people, at all times, have physical, social and economic access to sufficient, safe 

and nutritious food which meets their dietary needs and food preferences for an active and healthy 

life.”156 

Free Trade - Global trade with little or no governmental interventions. 

Protectionism - Government policies that protect domestic industries and limit international trade. 

Smallholder – A person working in agriculture on a particularly small unit of land, smaller than a 

standard farm.  

SSN - Social Safety Nets 

The Doha Round - A trade negotiation among member countries of the World Trade Organization 

aimed to reduce trade barriers and introduce freer global trade. 

World Food Programme – A branch of the United Nations responsible for providing food assistance.  

 

  

 
156 Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, Trade Reforms and Food Security: Conceptualizing the 
Linkages. 
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TOPIC B: 2015-16 EL NIÑO PHENOMENON 

______________________________________________________ 

Statement of the Problem 

Introduction to the Problem 

Now is May 2016, eight years after the Special Meeting on the Global Food Crisis. The world has 

been hit by one of the strongest El Niño events on record.157 In late 2015, the temperature of surface 

water in the central and eastern tropical Pacific was more than 2°C higher than average, reaching its 

peak during November and December.158 Although this El Niño is weakening, its social, economic, 

and environmental impacts are predicted to persist.159 Due to the global impact and the complexity 

of the climate crisis, ECOSOC has decided to convene a special meeting to receive updates and to 

discuss actions on the social, economic, and environmental dimensions. The lessons that the world 

can learn from this crisis will help the global community to increase resilience and to become better 

prepared for other natural disasters. 

What is El Niño? 

El Niño is a part of the El Niño-Southern Oscillation (ENSO) process, with the other part being La 

Niña. ENSO is a recurring climate pattern caused by the changes in water temperature in the central 

and eastern tropical Pacific.160 During an El Niño, the temperature of waters in the eastern Pacific 

Ocean rises significantly, which drives the air upward, weakens the wind blowing from Americas to 

Asia, and may even change the direction of it. This change in wind direction is significant because it 

changes the amount of rainfall on both sides of the Pacific Ocean. In tropical regions, the eastern 

Pacific, especially around South America, becomes much warmer and moister than usual, which 

often results in severe flooding, and air becomes cooler and drier in western Pacific, which leads to 

 
157 “Special Meeting El Nino Concept Note,” May 6, 2016. 
158 “Exceptionally Strong El Niño Has Passed Its Peak, but Impacts Continue,” World Meteorological Organization, March 
15, 2016, https://public.wmo.int/en/media/press-release/exceptionally-strong-el-ni%C3%B1o-has-passed-its-peak-
impacts-continue. 
159 Ibid. 
160 “El Niño: Pacific Wind and Current Changes Bring Warm, Wild Weather,” Text.Article (NASA Earth Observatory, 
February 14, 2017), https://earthobservatory.nasa.gov/features/ElNino. 
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droughts. La Niña is the exact opposite of El Niño. During a La Niña, east-central Pacific has below-

average surface temperatures, which produces the opposite climate effects of an El Niño.161 Due to 

the vastness of the Pacific, local climate abnormalities get transmitted to the rest of the world. While 

El Niño does not typically increase the number of natural disasters,162 changes in weather patterns 

do bring more losses to the affected areas.163 

164 

El Niño is not a natural disaster in itself. It mainly affects lives and livelihoods via the hazards that it 

triggers, such as abnormal cyclone activities, rainfalls, and droughts. Therefore, when tackling El 

Niño, it is in fact other natural hazards that governments, communities and households need to 

manage directly, while monitoring El Niño can help predict future hazard occurrences and 

intensities.  

 
161 National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration US Department of Commerce, “What Are El Nino and La Nina?,” 
accessed September 10, 2020, https://oceanservice.noaa.gov/facts/ninonina.html. 
162 Nurith Aizenman, “El Niño Does Bring Floods And Drought, But There’s A Silver Lining,” accessed September 5, 2020, 
https://www.npr.org/sections/goatsandsoda/2016/01/22/463595760/el-ni-o-does-bring-floods-and-drought-but-theres-
a-silver-lining. 
163 “Special Meeting El Nino Background Paper,” May 6, 2016. 
164 “El Niño: Pacific Wind and Current Changes Bring Warm, Wild Weather,” Text.Article (NASA Earth Observatory, 
February 14, 2017), https://earthobservatory.nasa.gov/features/ElNino. 
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Current Situation - El Niño 

El Niño has impacted at least 60 million people around the world, especially those living in Small 

Island Developing States (SIDS) and making a living out of agribusiness.165 Eastern and Southern 

Africa, Latin America and the Caribbean, and the Asia-Pacific are among the hardest hit.166 

Guatemala, Honduras, Lesotho, the Marshall Islands, Malawi, Palau, Swaziland and Zimbabwe have 

declared a national state of emergency due to El Niño.167 

Environmental 

The first and foremost environmental impact of this El Niño event is the abnormal weather patterns 

which usually involve natural disasters. According to the United Nations Office for Disaster Risk 

Reduction (UNDRR), 98.6 million people were affected by natural disasters, 92% of which were 

believed to have been aided by the strong El Niño.168  

In 2015 alone, there were 32 major droughts recorded, and this number was twice as high as the ten-

year annual average.169 Caused by the record high ocean temperatures, a major coral bleaching 

event happened in 2014 and 2015. According to the National Oceanic and Atmospheric 

Administration (NOAA), nearly 95% of coral reefs in the U.S. would have been vulnerable to 

bleaching by the end of 2015.170 El Niño has also contributed to abnormal tropical cyclone conditions 

around the world. The western hemisphere just went through Hurricane Patricia, “the most intense 

tropical cyclone in the western hemisphere,” which caused landfall in Mexico in 2015.171 

Another major environmental impact is the rising global temperature. 2015 was, in fact, the hottest 

year on record with 0.76±0.1°C higher than the 1961-1990 average and 1°C above the pre-industrial 

level.172 This increase in global surface temperature is caused by both the El Niño and global 

 
165 “ECOSOC Presidential Statement El Nino,” May 6, 2016. 
166 WHO, “WHO Talking Points for ECOSOC Special Meeting on the Impacts of the 2015/16 El Nino Phenomenon,” May 
6, 2016. 
167 OCHA, “OCHA El Nino: Overview of Impact, Projected Humanitarian Needs and Response,” April 13, 2016.  
168 CRED and UNISDR, “The Human Cost of Weather-Related Disasters 1995-2015,” November 23, 2015, 30. 
169 Ibid. 
170 “Exceptionally Strong El Niño Has Passed Its Peak, but Impacts Continue.” 
171 Ibid. 
172 Ibid. 
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warming. The interaction between El Niño and climate change is new to this El Niño event, which 

exacerbates the situation and complicates the issue.173 

Social 

The social impacts of El Niño include rising food insecurity and higher risks for diseases in affected 

areas. Around 60 million people are estimated to be food insecure due to incidents related to El 

Niño, and 32 million of them are in southern Africa.174 50% of crop losses in Haiti was attributed to El 

Niño-induced droughts.175 In Central America, the 2016 maize harvest is expected to fall 8% below 

the number from last year.176 Ethiopia, among the hardest hit, is experiencing around 50-90% crop 

losses in some of its areas owing to the most severe drought in the past 50 years,177 and 10.2 million 

people need emergency food assistance.178 

The World Health Organization (WHO) predicts that the health consequences of El Niño will increase 

throughout 2016: floods in parts of South America have increased exposure to mosquito-spread 

diseases; Guatemala and Honduras have 2.8 million people in need of food and healthcare aids.179 

The potential interruption to antiretroviral therapy for HIV patients is causing worries in Southern 

Africa.180 In fact, with every drought, infection rates in HIV-endemic rural regions rise by 11%.181 In 

Eastern and Southern Africa, around 1 million children are suffering from acute malnutrition due to 

food shortages caused by El Niño-related natural disasters.182 

While so many people are desperately in need of help, the funding gap for humanitarian actions 

remains huge. According to the United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs, 

 
173 “WMO Opening Remarks El Nino,” May 6, 2016. 
174 OCHA, “OCHA El Nino: Overview of Impact, Projected Humanitarian Needs and Response.” 
175 Ibid. 
176 “Special Meeting El Nino Background Paper.” 
177 Ibid. 
178 OCHA, “OCHA Remarks El Nino,” May 6, 2016. 
179 WHO, “WHO Talking Points for ECOSOC Special Meeting on the Impacts of the 2015/16 El Nino Phenomenon.” 
180 Ibid. 
181 OCHA, “OCHA El Nino: Overview of Impact, Projected Humanitarian Needs and Response.” 
182 H.E Ambassador Oh Joon, “Opening Remarks by the President of the Economic and Social Council,” May 6, 2016. 
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a total of 3.6 billion USD is needed for global El Niño-related response, while the current funding gap 

is around 2 billion USD.183 

Economic 

El Niño affects the economy mainly through the primary sector, especially rainfed agriculture and 

fisheries, and industrial materials. Specific economic impacts vary for different geographies with 

different weather conditions. On the negative side, El Niño brings weather anomalies which destroy 

crops and reduce outputs. Due to a severe drought exacerbated by El Niño, Malawi is facing 1.072 

million metric tons of maize deficit with a more than 12% year-over-year decline, and 16 million 

people are at risk of hunger and malnutrition.184 Similar drought in Vietnam has caused 250-million-

USD losses.185 In Indonesia, it is estimated that a 1% drop in GDP may be attributed to weather 

pattern disruptions aided by El Niño.186  

Under some circumstances, though, El Niño benefits the local economy. Reduced cyclones in 

Australia lift the climate hurdle for the mining industry and ensures a more stable access to iron 

ores.187 According to an IMF working paper based on historical post-El Niño macroeconomic 

activities, China, European countries and the U.S. are predicted to experience GDP growth after an 

El Niño shock.188 Kiribati, a small island country in the southern Pacific, caught over 140,000 tons of 

tuna in 2014 due to the abnormal migration of tuna school to its water, whereas Papua New Guinea, 

the usual beneficiary of this tuna school, suffered huge losses.189 

 

 
183 Ibid. 
184 “Malawi Declares National Disaster after Drought as Food Shortage Looms,” Reuters, April 14, 2016, 
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-africa-drought-malawi-idUSKCN0XB1H3. 
185 “Drought Damage to Vietnam Agriculture Escalates, $250 Mln and Counting,” Thanh Nien Daily, April 18, 2016, 
http://www.thanhniennews.com/society/drought-damage-to-vietnam-agriculture-escalates-250-mln-and-counting-
61330.html. 
186 “Special Meeting El Nino Concept Note.” 
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https://www.reuters.com/article/us-mining-australia-elnino-idUSKCN0S601W20151012. 
188 “Special Meeting El Nino Concept Note.” 
189 “El Nino Is Bittersweet for Disappearing Kiribati as It Battles Climate Change,” Reuters, December 3, 2015, 
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-climatechange-elnino-tuna-idUSKBN0TM0F320151203. 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?AAiXbe
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?AAiXbe
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?AAiXbe
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?AAiXbe
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?TYx9m6
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?TYx9m6
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?TYx9m6
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?fpBMko
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?hg75eF
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?hg75eF
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?hg75eF
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?hg75eF
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?CzBlG5
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?NZ8Qme
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?NZ8Qme
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?NZ8Qme
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?NZ8Qme


52           Special Meetings on Emergency Situations | MUNUC 33 Online 

Disaster Risk Reduction 

El Niño represents weather anomalies and natural disasters that undermine lives and livelihoods, and 

natural disasters entail not only emergency responses but also disaster risk reduction (DRR) that 

enhances resilience against future hazards. Therefore, Topic B includes DRR as an important 

subtopic. 

Definition 

First of all, it is necessary to clarify the definitions of several key concepts. Disaster risk usually refers 

to “the consequence of the interaction between a hazard and the characteristics that make people 

and places vulnerable and exposed.”190 While DRR refers to the overarching policy objective, disaster 

risk management (DRM) is the specific policy and implementation of DRR.191 

192 

The three key components of disaster risk are, 

1. Hazard - “A dangerous event that may cause loss of life, injury or other health impacts, as 
well as damage and loss to property, infrastructure, livelihoods and services, social and 
economic disruption and, or environmental damage is known as a hazard,” 

2. Exposure - “The presence and number of people, property, livelihoods, systems or other 
elements in hazard areas, and so thereby subject to potential losses, is known as exposure,” 
and 

 
190 “Disaster Risk - Disaster Risk | PreventionWeb.Net,” accessed August 20, 2020, 
https://www.preventionweb.net/risk/disaster-risk. 
191 “Disaster Risk - Disaster Risk Reduction & Disaster Risk Management | PreventionWeb.Net,” accessed August 19, 
2020, https://www.preventionweb.net/risk/drr-drm. 
192 “Disaster Risk - Disaster Risk | PreventionWeb.Net.” 
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3. Vulnerability - “The name given to the set of characteristics and circumstances of a 
community, system or asset that make it susceptible to the damaging effects of a hazard is 
vulnerability.”193 

For a brief sum up of the relationship between the three factors, hazard poses potential threats to 

the exposed among which the vulnerable are usually hit the hardest. From the definition, it is clear 

that natural hazards become disasters with severe damages only when people and places are 

exposed and vulnerable to them. Therefore, by limiting exposure and reducing vulnerability, we can 

prevent and mitigate the damages created by natural hazards and reduce disaster risks.  

Take the earthquakes in Haiti and Chile in 2010 for example. In Haiti, the earthquake measured at 

severe intensities of VII to IX on the Modified Mercalli scale took 222,517 lives, while only 486 people 

died at the earthquake in Chile that released 500 times more energy than the earthquake in Haiti 

did.194 This is due to improvements in limiting exposure to natural hazards, experience in handling 

natural hazards, reducing poverty, combating government corruption, and etc.  

Therefore, even the same natural hazard may produce different impacts due to varied human factors 

or, in other words, risk drivers. The risk drivers identified by UNDRR are 

1. Climate change 

2. Environmental degradation 

3. Globalized economic development 

4. Poverty & inequality 

5. Poorly planned urban development, and 

6. Weak governance.195 

 

 
193 “Understanding Disaster Risk | PreventionWeb.Net,” accessed August 20, 2020, https://www.preventionweb.net/risk. 
194 “Disaster Risk - Globalized Economic Development | PreventionWeb.Net,” accessed August 20, 2020, 
https://www.preventionweb.net/risk/globalized-economic-development. 
195 “Understanding Disaster Risk | PreventionWeb.Net.” 
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Why is DRR important? 

To answer the question why DRR is important, it is necessary to first recognize natural disasters as 

critical risks. The economic losses and mortality caused by natural disasters are not high in relative 

terms. Since 1990, disasters have caused 65,000 deaths and 200 billion USD of economic losses 

annually, while tuberculosis has produced 1.24 million deaths on average every year and, when 

compared to the 75 trillion USD of global GDP in 2013, 200 billion does not seem as significant.196  

However, this does not mean that DRR should be given less importance; separate measurements are 

in themselves flawed to demonstrate the whole story of disaster impact. The impact of natural 

disasters involves the combination of and interaction between various factors, including “mortality, 

morbidity and damaged or destroyed housing, infrastructure and agriculture.”197  

Consequently, UNDRR has been using a new indicator - human life years. Human life years measures 

“the time required to produce economic development and social progress.”198 Under this metric, 

disaster losses have caused 42 million life years lost annually, which is very close to the annual 43 

million life years lost due to tuberculosis.199 Therefore, disaster risks are indeed as important as 

disease and should not be overlooked. 

While mortality and economic loss are not the optimal metrics to assess the impact of disaster risks, 

decreases in both aspects are the most direct indicator of the effectiveness of DRR. DRR can reduce 

damages caused both in terms of mortality and economic losses. The former is demonstrated by the 

story of the State of Odisha, India. In 1999, the super-cyclone killed 9,843 people, while 2013’s 

Cyclone Phailin, affecting the same area and nearly as intense as the one in 1999, only took 47 lives. 

During the 14 years, the Odisha State Government established the Odisha State Disaster 

Management Authority, built 200 cyclone shelters, developed and improved early warning systems 

and communication networks, and assessed building conditions.200 What was different between the 

 
196 UNISDR, “Global Assessment Report on Disaster Risk Reduction 2015,” 2015, 
https://www.preventionweb.net/english/hyogo/gar/2015/en/home/. 
197 Ibid. 
198 Ibid. 
199 Ibid. 
200 Ibid. 
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two cyclones was the implementation of DRM that effectively reduced mortality. As for the latter, 

with every 1 USD invested in DRR, 15 USD of post-disaster recovery expenses could be saved.201 

Orion, one of the largest electricity distribution companies in New Zealand, saved 65 million USD 

with a 6-million-USD investment in seismic protection.202 

DRR is also important because it emphasizes the endogenous nature of disaster risks. The 

conventional wisdom regards disasters as exogenous, i.e. “external and unforeseen shocks acting on 

a normally functioning system.”203 Accordingly, responses to disasters are limited to building 

resilience to natural hazards. However, disaster risks are also endogenous, which reflects unresolved 

development problems and correlates highly with social sustainability.  

For example, good-condition urban land in Brazil is held by landowners seeking profit from sales, 

while low-income families are forced to live in places with very limited infrastructure and services, 

which increases their vulnerability and risks to hazards.204 In Dhaka, Bangladesh, despite the 

incredible development in its industry and services sectors, ineffective and lagging regulations for 

real estates increase disaster risks for infrastructure users and citizens.205 In the private sector, DRR is 

not the priority even though disasters have serious impact on daily operations. In disaster-prone 

areas in the Americas, while disruptions in power, water supply, and telecommunication services due 

to hazards are top concerns for more than half of the 1,197 companies surveyed, less than 15% of 

small and medium enterprises have crisis management plans in place.206 These examples all 

jeopardize the long-term sustainability of both city and business development and increase disaster 

risks. 

DRR solves this problem by bringing sustainable and resilient development back to the agenda of 

disaster management. DRR may involve policies that do not seem to directly correlate with DRR, 

 
201 “Our Work,” accessed August 26, 2020, https://www.undrr.org/about-undrr/our-work. 
202 UNISDR, “Global Assessment Report on Disaster Risk Reduction 2015.” 
203 “Disaster Risk - Globalized Economic Development | PreventionWeb.Net.” 
204 Ibid. 
205 Ibid. 
206 UNISDR, ed., “Global Assessment Report on Disaster Risk Reduction 2013,” 2013. 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=Vbi4Oc
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=mTMKO3
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=Oz6ar9
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=17wRML


56           Special Meetings on Emergency Situations | MUNUC 33 Online 

such as land use planning,207 but these measures can improve social resilience against future hazards 

in the long term. 

Progress and Problem 

The international community has made progress in promoting DRR. Nation-wide institutional DRM 

are present in more than 100 countries; and policy reforms have been initiated in over 120 

countries.208 

In Bangladesh and Mozambique, disaster risks have been mitigated along with improved 

sustainability of development. As shown in the graph below, the poverty gap decreased from 25% to 

below 10% in Bangladesh, and from 50% to around 20% in Mozambique as both countries saw 

improvements in DRR-related fields since 1990.209 

210 

Yet, there remain significant challenges in DRR. First, new disaster risks are created faster than they 

disappear as public and private sectors bring more assets to risk-prone areas, and urbanization 

speeds up without proper regulations. 
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In the public sector, although central governments have made attempts to manage disaster risks, 

the implementation of these policies is difficult due to the paradox between short-term economic 

growth and DRR. For instance, the Chinese government offered highly appealing investment 

incentives to attract capital to its flood prone port city, Guangzhou, as a result of which 84 billion 

USD worth of assets and 3 million people were exposed to severe flood risks in 2005.211 The lack of 

disincentives for risk-prone business activities has in part contributed to the fact that the private 

sector is not giving sufficient weight to disaster risks. Growth projections and investment researches 

do not typically include disaster risk assessment, and insurance coverages that protect businesses 

from natural disasters are rare.212 As mentioned earlier, only a handful of small and medium 

enterprises exposed to disaster risks have crisis management plans. Consequently, more assets with 

higher value are, and will be, exposed to hazards without adequate risk management measures. 

Urbanization is probably adding disaster risks to the world faster than DRR is reducing them because 

of two reasons: 1) the higher concentration of population and assets in hazard-prone areas, and 2) 

the lack of access to basic infrastructure among the urban poor. The first reason has already been 

shown in the aforementioned example in Guangzhou, China. Globally, the urban population exposed 

to cyclones and major earthquakes will more than double by 2050 according to World Bank 

estimates.213 As for the second reason, the segregated land use in urban Brazil and ineffective 

building codes in Dhaka, as mentioned in the previous section, demonstrate the unequal distribution 

of necessary resources in cities. Furthermore, the weakness of government regulation in urban 

development is attributable to the privatization of urban investments - the transformation from 

publicly managed development to publicly-assisted private investment.214 This transformation gives 

the private sector a bigger role in urban projects, and makes regulation enforcements less direct. For 

example, Serbia and Chile both saw a decay of building condition and an increase in disaster risks 

after the “privatization of housing stock” and “deregulation and de-zoning of urban land.”215 

 
211 UNISDR, “Global Assessment Report on Disaster Risk Reduction 2013.” 
212 Ibid. 
213 “Poorly Planned Urban Development | PreventionWeb.Net,” accessed September 3, 2020, 
https://www.preventionweb.net/disaster-risk/risk-drivers/urban/. 
214 UNISDR, “Global Assessment Report on Disaster Risk Reduction 2013.” 
215 Ibid. 
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The second challenge in DRR is that the impact of natural hazard is much more severe in low- and 

middle-income countries. Although economic losses are concentrated in high-income countries in 

absolute terms, developing and underdeveloped countries, particularly small island developing 

states (SIDS), experience greater loss as a percentage of total capital invested, which represents 

higher and more concentrated risks.216 This is because SIDS have a smaller size, higher coastal 

exposure, and simpler economic structure. SIDS are expected to experience annual disaster losses 

equivalent to 20% of total social expenditures, while North America is expected to lose only 1.19% 

and Europe less than 1%.217 The higher disaster risk represents yet another challenge for SIDS’ 

economic development, which may hinder their capacity to increase resilience. 

Third, climate change makes the combat against natural hazards more difficult as it increases 

exposure. For example, 40% of the global population will reside in river basins and be exposed to 

severe water stress by 2050.218 Yet, as discussed in the previous paragraph, the increased risks are 

not distributed evenly across countries with SIDS again being hit disproportionately. More intense 

tropical cyclones caused by climate change will bring an incremental annual average loss of 1.4 

billion USD to the Caribbean basin that only contributes less than 1% of global greenhouse gas 

emissions.219  
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History of the Problem 

Past El Niño Events 

Aside from the current El Niño event, the most powerful El Niño events happened in 1982-83 and 

1997-98. Although no two El Niño events are the same, studying historical events can help us craft 

solutions for the present. 

1982-83 El Niño 

The Southern Oscillation Index (SOI) measures the intensity of El Niño and La Niña events, where a 

prolonged period of negative SOI corresponds to anomaly warm water temperatures and thus 

indicating El Niño phenomenon, and positive SOI indicates La Niña.220 During the 1982-83 El Niño, 

the SOI value reached a historic low of 3.5 standard deviations below normal value.221 Similar 

temperature rises and increases in weather anomaly occurred. Central Eurasia saw a temperature 

level of 6-8°C higher than normal.222 In some regions of Ecuador, the rainfall level was close to 10 

times the normal amount, and this heavy precipitation spread into Peru, Brazil, Paraguay and 

Bolivia.223 Australia, on the other hand, experienced severe drought and had less than 50% of normal 

rainfall.224 The abnormal weather conditions led to major disruptions in the ecosystem. There were 

77% and 49% declines in the total number of Galapagos penguins and flightless cormorants 

respectively from pre-El Niño levels.225 

 
220 “Southern Oscillation Index (SOI) | Teleconnections | National Centers for Environmental Information (NCEI),” 
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221 Roderick S. Quiroz, “The Climate of the ‘El Niño’ Winter of 1982–83—A Season of Extraordinary Climatic Anomalies,” 
Monthly Weather Review 111, no. 8 (August 1, 1983): 1685–1706, https://doi.org/10.1175/1520-
0493(1983)111<1685:TCOTNW>2.0.CO;2. 
222 Ibid. 
223 Ibid. 
224 Ibid. 
225 Carlos A. Valle et al., “The Impact of the 1982–1983 El Niño-Southern Oscillation on Seabirds in the Galapagos Islands, 
Ecuador,” Journal of Geophysical Research: Oceans 92, no. C13 (1987): 14437–44, 
https://doi.org/10.1029/JC092iC13p14437. 
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As for the direct impact, it is estimated that the 1982-83 El Niño took between 1,300 and 2,000 lives 

and caused economic losses of 13 billion USD.226 It also led to secondary problems including 

encephalitis outbreaks caused by warm mosquito-favoring climate in eastern U.S.227  

1997-98 El Niño 

1997-98 saw another massive El Niño event. 23,000 people died and 35 billion USD was lost due to 

the abnormal weather pattern.228 The rainfall level in Tumbes, Peru was 16 times the normal 

value.229 In Indonesia, there was a cereal shortage of more than 3.5 million metric tons, and wildfires 

due to seriously dry weather caused large-scale environmental degradation, both contributed by El 

Niño.230 Followingly, food price hike and food insecurity swept the country, which caused more 

ripple effects in the socioeconomic regard.231 

 

 
226 Woods Hole Oceanographic Institution, “1982-1983 El Niño: The Worst There Ever Was,” accessed September 4, 
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228 Brad Plumer, “El Niño, Explained: A Guide to the Biggest Weather Story of 2015,” Vox, August 17, 2015, 
https://www.vox.com/2015/8/17/9164499/el-nino-2015. 
229 Angela M. Bayer et al., “The 1997–1998 El Niño as an Unforgettable Phenomenon in Northern Peru: A Qualitative 
Study,” Disasters 38, no. 2 (April 2014): 351–74, https://doi.org/10.1111/disa.12046. 
230 “El Niño in 1997-1998: Impacts and CARE’s Response - World,” ReliefWeb, accessed September 4, 2020, 
https://reliefweb.int/report/world/el-ni%C3%B1o-1997-1998-impacts-and-cares-response. 
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The El Niño event also highlighted the low capacity of disaster management in low- and middle-

income countries. Take Somalia, for example, traditional farming practices that stored harvests and 

seeds underground were proven unreliable as unexpected flooding damaged the storage.232 

Different from the 1982-83 El Niño, the world was better equipped to monitor the event because of 

the then-new ENSO Observing System. Data captured by this system was the most comprehensive 

description of El Niño development to that date, which helped improve the global weather 

forecasts.233 Also, the World Meteorological Organization started to issue quasi-regular “WMO El 

Niño/La Niña Update” to provide the world with current assessment and future outlook on ENSO.234 

Present 

The El Niño that the world is facing right now is again different from past El Niño phenomena. The 

two biggest differences are 1) improved scientific capability and 2) interaction with climate change. 

More advanced meteorological sensors and research facilities enable more accurate and 

comprehensive monitoring of global climate conditions.235 Yet, the interaction between natural El 

Niño impact and human-induced climate change alters our planet and brings novel challenges to 

scientists and policy makers, including a warmer climate, melting ice caps and rising sea levels.236  

History of DRR 

DRR emerged as a model of disaster management in the 1970s.237 In the early ages, disaster 

management emphasized the protection against hazards more than reducing risks systematically 

before hazards occur. Later, the United Nations declared the International Decade for Natural 
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233 Michael J. McPhaden, “Genesis and Evolution of the 1997-98 El Niño,” 1999, 
https://www.pmel.noaa.gov/pubs/outstand/mcph2029/text.shtml. 
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235 “NOAA Launches Unprecedented Effort to Discover How El Niño Affects Weather: NOAA Physical Sciences 
Laboratory,” accessed September 4, 2020, https://psl.noaa.gov/news/2016/020516.html. 
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Disaster Reduction for 1990-1999, which provoked the recognition of DRR as a social and economic 

imperative.238 

Major progress was made when the International Strategy for Disaster Reduction (UNISDR) was 

adopted at the turn of the millennium. It aims to promote the shift from responsive to preventive 

disaster management through advocating for the incorporation of DRR into wider sustainable 

development plannings.239 UNISDR mandates governments to “establish or strengthen national 

platforms or focal points for disaster reduction with a multisectoral and inter-disciplinary 

approach.”240 

Nevertheless, the world was still in need of a clear framework for DRR and standardized definitions 

of relevant concepts. The Hyogo Framework for Action 2005-2015 was the first attempt to curate a 

globally applicable framework for DRR, succeeded by a more comprehensive plan, the Sendai 

Framework for Disaster Reduction 2015-2030.241 UNDRR took up the responsibility to facilitate the 

implementation of these frameworks and to assist Member States in advancing DRM.242 
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Past Actions 

Actions to build resilience against natural disasters are taken on both global and local scales. 

Although there remains a lot to be done, these actions are a good starting point and inform us of 

what needs to be improved. 

El Niño 

El Niño Rapid Response Field Campaign 

The El Niño Rapid Response (ENRR) Field Campaign was launched by the National Oceanic and 

Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) in early 2016, capturing the opportunity to gather atmospheric 

information and to study how El Niño affects climate especially on the West Coast of the United 

States.243 These data will not only deepen our understanding in El Niño but also improve both year-

to-year El Niño forecasts and longer-term climate forecasts.244 

Peru 

Peru was the place where the first El Niño occurred, and it was actually Peruvians that first named 

the warm weather as El Niño - “the Christmas Child.”245 Peru has also been among the hardest hit in 

every El Niño event.246 Although the country is yet to become fully prepared for El Niño-related 

disasters, its responses to the current El Niño and other resilience-enhancing policies serve as a good 

reference point for a global discourse on future responses. 

Regarding the current El Niño specifically, the Peruvian government has launched preventive 

activities to protect the country against both floods and droughts. To reduce flood risks in the north, 

Peru has invested 544.5 million Peruvian soles in 603 prevention activities.247 It has designated 
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246 “Peru Prepares for El Nino,” BBC News, October 29, 2015, sec. Latin America & Caribbean, 
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evacuation routes and safe refuge areas that will benefit 60,000 families.248 Protecting the 

agricultural sector from droughts in the south, catastrophe insurance covering 550,000 hectare acres 

has been issued, and bales of hay worth 6.4 million Peruvian soles have been distributed to ensure 

the growth of livestocks.249 There are 557 micro reservoirs with a maximum capacity of 243,777 m3 

and 1,025 reservoirs preventing fen.250 

The country also initiated responses to extreme weather conditions that had already occurred. Peru 

sent the military to affected areas to assist in rescue and evacuation.251 40 million m3 of debris was 

removed, and 1,220 km of drains and 139 km of gullies were cleaned.252 

Institutional measures are in place to ensure effective mitigations. Peru’s Emergencies Operation 

Center prepares for El Niño-induced emergencies by integrating scientific resources and connecting 

all the regions in the country. It enables real-time monitoring of climatic conditions and sends early 

warnings to the exposed.253 8 Peruvian ministers collaborate on comprehensive El Niño responses 

covering health, education, transportation, agriculture, economy, and etc.254 Many public and 

private stakeholders priced El Niño-related disaster risks in the economic projection for 2016, 

including banks, financial institutions, and the Peruvian Association of Insurance Companies.255 

Peru is also known for its long-term efforts on combating El Niño even in normal years. In the 20th 

century, Peru established its national El Niño research agency (ENFEN) - a multisector commission in 

charge of the national study of the El Niño phenomenon.256 The commission objectives are studying 
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252 Preparate Peru, “El Niño Phenomenon: Reducing the Risks and Taking Advantage of the Opportunities.”  
253 Ibid. 
254 Ibid. 
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El Niño events, updating related information to all stakeholders, and coordinating both domestic 

and international activities.257  

DRR 

World Meteorological Organization 

The World Meteorological Organization (WMO) is dedicated to monitoring “weather, climate and 

the water cycle” and to facilitating global cooperation in these fields.258 It provides global weather 

information and assists in resilience development in vulnerable regions across the globe.259 The 

temperature data and seasonal climate outlooks provided by WMO are the primary sources to 

monitor the development and impact of El Niño. 

Sustainable Development Goals 

In 2015, all Member States of the United Nations adopted the 17 Sustainable Development Goals 

(SDG) as part of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development.260 DRR is clearly listed in the SDG 

Target 1.5 - “By 2030, build the resilience of the poor and those in vulnerable situations and reduce 

their exposure and vulnerability to climate-related extreme events and other economic, social and 

environmental shocks and disasters.”261 ECOSOC Special Meetings is committed to addressing the 

El Niño phenomenon in a sustainable manner and to empowering the most vulnerable. 
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Hyogo Framework for Action 

Adopted by 168 governments in 2005, the Hyogo Framework for Action (HFA) was a 10-year global 

strategy to create a world that is safer from disasters.262 HFA has listed 5 priorities for action: 

1. “Ensure that disaster risk reduction is a national and a local priority with a strong institutional 
basis for implementation, 

2. Identify, assess and monitor disaster risks and enhance early warning,  

3. Use knowledge, innovation and education to build a culture of safety and resilience at all 
levels, 

4. Reduce the underlying risk factors, and 

5. Strengthen disaster preparedness for effective response at all levels.”263 

HFA significantly promoted the development of DRR. At the end of the HFA timeframe (2015), 

Europe, for instance, saw a major progress in integrating disaster risk reduction into national 

policies. There was an averaged 25% increase in the number of countries launching DRR-related 

national development plans, sector strategies, climate adaptation strategies, poverty reduction 

strategies, and civil defense from 2013 to 2015 alone.264 40 HFA Focal Points were built across 

Europe.265 In the Arab region, there was a consistent increase in the number of countries that report 

progress for HFA, from 5 in 2009 to 15 in 2015, and HFA Focal Points were established in 20 Arab 

States.266 

Yet, there remain challenges and unresolved issues. Among Arab countries, for example, although 

institutions claimed to have prioritized DRM, actual implementations of these policies were neither 
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comprehensive nor substantial.267 The lack of effective fund tracking, clear mandates, and 

awareness of DRR are all inhibiting the progress.268 

Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction 2015-2030 

As the successor of HFA, the Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction 2015-2030 (the Sendai 

Framework) was adopted by UN Member States in 2015,269 aiming to facilitate the realization of 

State’s DRR goals while encouraging the involvement of stakeholders other than governments.270 It 

has four priorities: 

1. “Understanding disaster risk 

2. Strengthening disaster risk governance to manage disaster risk 

3. Investing in disaster risk reduction for resilience 

4. Enhancing disaster preparedness for effective response, and to «Build Back Better» in 
recovery, rehabilitation and reconstruction.”271 

The Sendai Framework Targets that are the most relevant to the current El Niño event are 

• “Target A: Substantially reduce global disaster mortality 

• Target B: Substantially reduce number of affected people 

• Target C: Substantially reduce economic loss in relation to GDP 

• Target G: Substantially increase availability and access to early warning systems and DRR 
information.”272 

 
267 Ibid 
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270 “Capacity Development | PreventionWeb.Net,” accessed September 4, 2020, https://www.preventionweb.net/sendai-
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Paris Agreement on Climate Change 

The Paris Agreement on Climate Change was adopted at the 2015 United Nations Climate Change 

Conference.273 Its aim can be generally divided into two segments: 1) combating climate change and 

2) adapting to the effects of climate change. The latter stresses the importance of DRR, promoting 

the enhancement of adaptive capacity and resilience. Article 8 of the agreement specifically 

emphasizes “the importance of averting, minimizing and addressing loss and damage associated 

with the adverse effects of climate change … and the role of sustainable development in reducing 

the risk of loss and damage.”274 

International Strategy for Disaster Reduction & United Nations Office for Disaster Risk Reduction 

The International Strategy for Disaster Reduction (ISDR) was adopted in 1999 aiming to, in the 

words of the Secretary General,  “[shifting] from a culture of reaction to a culture of prevention.”275 

Established to ensure the implementation of ISDR, the United Nations Office for Disaster Risk 

Reduction (UNDRR) is a part of the United Nations Secretariat, supporting the worldwide 

implementation of the Sendai Framework.276 UNDRR assists in Member States’ risk reduction 

activities, enhances the understanding of disaster risks, and raises awareness on both national and 

community levels.277 

DRM Integration into National Planning 

On a national level, the primary responsibility is to integrate DRR into wider strategic considerations. 

While most countries are more focused on disaster response, some have made progress in 

emphasizing prevention. The State of Palestine included DRR in its National Development Plan 

2011-2013 where “[upgrading] and [modernizing] … disaster response capability” was one of the 

 
273 “What Is the Paris Agreement? | UNFCCC,” accessed September 4, 2020, https://unfccc.int/process-and-meetings/the-
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275 ISDR, “International Strategy for Disaster Reduction (ISDR),” accessed September 4, 2020, 
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276 “Our Work,” accessed August 26, 2020, https://www.undrr.org/about-undrr/our-work. 
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priority plans to realize the governance sector strategic objectives.278 Burkina Faso identified disaster 

risk as one of the four major risks that may inhibit the progress of its Strategy for Accelerated 

Growth and Sustainable Development 2011–2015.279 Bangladesh included disaster management in 

its national development strategy as it developed the National Plan for Disaster Management. In the 

Perspective Plan for Bangladesh 2010-2021, Bangladesh specified that “communities, particularly 

those to be affected most by extreme climatic events, will be the focus for capacity-building and 

mobilization.”280 
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Possible Solutions 

The Special Meetings will be dedicated to providing a comprehensive and substantial guideline for 

countries to tackle El Niño-related issues. The solution can be divided into short-term and long-term 

ones, with the short-term goals focusing on the immediate responses to El Niño-induced disasters 

and the long-term objectives to reduce disaster risks. 

Short-term - El Niño 

The most urgent action is humanitarian aid to those seriously affected by disasters. The aid should 

ensure basic food and water supply; housing or refuge should be provided to the displaced; and 

health risks should be closely monitored with adequate sanitation and medical resources available 

for all.  

Countries should be prepared and stay alert for any future hazards caused by El Niño. Preventive 

measures should be taken immediately to prevent further hazard-induced damages. Examples of 

these activities include evacuation in risky areas, sandbag dike constructions, debris removal and etc. 

Economic losses of communities and households should be compensated through either direct El 

Niño-specific aid or enhanced social safety net (SSN) programs. The agricultural sector is without 

any doubt the most important, among which smallholders should be given special attention due to 

their vulnerability and lack of capacity.  

El Niño presents a perfect timing for scientists to study global weather patterns. States should assist 

in meteorological researches that collect and analyze data from this El Niño event. Capturing this 

opportunity will better inform the global community of weather patterns and prepare the world for 

future crises. Moreover, early warning systems must be developed to mitigate post-hazard damages. 

Aside from learning from the present, past lessons should not be forgotten. Although no two El Niño 

events are exactly the same, studying historical risk patterns associated with El Niño will help guide 

present responses and anticipate future anomalies.  
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Long-term - DRR 

Raising awareness 

As mentioned in previous sections, the awareness of DRR is still low, despite its progress since the 

adoption of HFA. The primary reason behind ineffective DRM is that although the society is aware of 

the existence of disaster risks, it fails to fully recognize the importance of them. Therefore, 

awareness of DRR must be raised so that stakeholders can truly understand the extent of the impact 

posed by natural disasters and make risk-informed decisions.  

Awareness-raising campaigns should be launched among governments, corporates, and 

communities so as to maximize their effects. Specifically, these campaigns should not only target 

hazard-prone areas but also regions that seem to be risk-free. This is due to the fact that climate 

change has been transforming global weather patterns.281 Areas safe from floods right now may not 

stay like this forever as global sea level continues to rise.282 These areas would be the most 

vulnerable to natural disasters due to lack of experience and poor awareness. Therefore, low-

exposure areas should be included in awareness-raising campaigns as well. 

Increasing private sector’s involvement in DRM 

The involvement of businesses in DRM is still limited both in terms of internal operation and external 

partnerships with the public sector. First, as mentioned earlier, companies generally do not include 

natural disasters into their major risk considerations. Second, only half of the countries that report to 

HFA actively engage with corporates on DRM.283 Given that DRM is not solely the responsibility of 

the government as the global economy is becoming more privatized,284 the public sector should 

actively seek corporate partnerships in facilitating DRM. Connecting to the previous point, 

businesses can play an important role in raising awareness of DRR. Real estate and insurance 

 
281 UNISDR, “Global Assessment Report on Disaster Risk Reduction 2015,” 2015, 
https://www.preventionweb.net/english/hyogo/gar/2015/en/home/. 
282 “2015 State of the Climate: Sea Level | NOAA Climate.Gov,” accessed September 5, 2020, 
https://www.climate.gov/news-features/featured-images/2015-state-climate-sea-level. 
283 UNISDR, ed., “Global Assessment Report on Disaster Risk Reduction 2013,” 2013. 
284 Ibid. 
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companies, especially, can help educate consumers on DRR and what they can do to mitigate the 

impacts of natural hazards on their homes. 

Investing in longer term sustainable development 

The world should invest more in long-term sustainability to slow down climate change and enhance 

resilience against climate shocks. One specific objective could be shifting from responsive to 

preventive disaster management. This includes both preventive activities in response to early 

warnings and systemic reduction in disaster risks. Nowadays, the world is better equipped to 

monitor and forecast El Niño occurrences.285 The problem now lies in whether countries and 

organizations can effectively respond to these early warnings and make preventive measures. This 

requires a well-established disaster response system that can quickly mobilize resources and high 

awareness of DRR to prevent downplaying the importance of early warnings. In a longer-term 

perspective, poverty and inequality reduction, governance enhancement, better-planned urban 

development, improvement in agricultural practices, and environmental protection should all be 

carried out to ensure a more sustainable development and stronger resilience. 

Global cooperation 

All the aforementioned measures should be carried out with joint efforts from all Member States. 

One thing particular to disaster risks is that the vulnerable often bear the costs which they are not 

responsible for. An example of this is the high exposure and vulnerability of SIDS in the Caribbean to 

climate change risks, as discussed earlier. Therefore, global cooperation is indispensable to global 

disaster reduction.  

The international community can assist countries with low capacity in many ways, such as 

developing professional El Niño/natural hazard monitoring systems, sharing meteorological 

resources, providing humanitarian aid to the affected, facilitating more resilient and sustainable 

agricultural practices, and etc. 

 
285 “Special Meeting El Nino Background Paper.” 
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However, investments into low-capacity countries should be carefully considered and avoid creating 

more risks to local communities. Studies have shown that although pension funds’ investment from 

the United States, Canada and Sweden to farmland development in South America and Africa 

generates high returns, there is also the possibility of externalizing risks to displaced smallholders or 

through the overexploitation of local natural resources.286 The goal of international assistance should 

be to empower local communities to become resilient in themselves and eventually independent 

from external help. 

 

  

 
286 UNISDR, “Global Assessment Report on Disaster Risk Reduction 2013.” 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?Qk5vBy


74           Special Meetings on Emergency Situations | MUNUC 33 Online 

Bloc Positions 

Latin America and the Caribbean 

Food insecurity is one of the most pressing challenges facing Latin America and the Caribbean. In 

Central America, the prolonged drought condition is followed by another El Niño-induced drought 

which leads to two-year consecutive crop losses and a far-below-average harvest prediction for 

2016.287 This harvest loss has exacerbated undernourishment in Central America and the Caribbean. 

In the latter region, El Niño pushed an additional 3.6 million people into food insecurity, and an 

additional 1.5 million people into severe food insecurity.288 

In response to the serious shortage of food and other critical resources, Haiti has been working on 

ensuring food and water supply and reinforcing SSN programs.289 An example of SSN programs is 

Cash-for-Work where the poor work on public infrastructure projects in exchange for cash. Honduras 

has distributed direct food assistance to 178,770 families in collaboration with the World Food 

Program.290 In addition to food aid, El Salvador has delivered maize and bean seeds to farmers and 

imported certain grains at zero tariffs in order to control food prices.291 

Beyond the immediate El Niño responses, long-term sustainable growth and economic resilience is 

particularly difficult in Latin American and the Caribbean countries because of their high exposure to 

disaster risks and their vulnerable economic structure. Geographically, many SIDS in the Caribbean 

are located inside the hurricane belt, and human activities are concentrated in coastal areas.292 

Economically, states in this region depend heavily on agriculture and tourism, and lack value-added 

industries, such as technology, innovation and knowledge-creation.293 This renders Latin American 

and the Caribbean countries vulnerable to external shocks, such as natural hazards. Therefore, DRR 

is even more important for these countries as successful DRM in the agriculture and tourism sectors 

 
287 “Special Meeting El Nino Background Paper.” 
288 Ibid. 
289 FAO, “Early Action and Response for Agriculture, Food Security and Nutrition,” May 2016, 48. 
290 Ibid. 
291 Ibid. 
292 United Nations Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean, “The Economics of Climate Change in the 
Caribbean – Summary Report 2011,” 2011, 43. 
293 United Nations and Commission économique pour l’Amérique latine et les Caraïbes, Latin America and the Caribbean 
in the World Economy: The Region in the Decade of the Emerging Economies. (Santiago: UN. ECLAC, 2011). 
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can enhance resilience, protect economic gains, and strengthen their competitiveness in the global 

economy. 

Africa 

In Africa, El Niño has led to severe food insecurity and disease outbreaks. 20.4 million people are 

suffering from severe food insecurity in Eastern Africa alone.294 There has been a 22% decrease in 

maize output in Southern Africa from 2014 to 2015 due to severe drought.295 As for the health 

condition, there have been cholera outbreaks in Malawi, Mozambique, Tanzania, Madagascar, 

Kenya, Uganda, Tanzania, and Ethiopia due to flooding or heavy rainfall.296  

To manage health risks, Ethiopia launched a “health and nutrition contingency plan” to monitor, 

evaluate, treat, and control outbreaks.297 Uganda included a Public Health and Nutrition plan into its 

National El Niño Preparedness and Contingency Plan aiming to monitor health response, promote 

health education, and ensure the access to essential medical supplies.298 

There are active regional initiatives to mitigate El Niño impacts in the African continent. The African 

Union Commission (AUC) has been leading the continental response to El Niño and the 

implementation of the Sendai Framework for DRR.299 The Intergovernmental Authority on 

Development (IGAD), the Intergovernmental Authority on Development Climate Prediction and 

Application Centers (ICPAC), and the Southern African Development Community (SADC) convened 

regional forums to discuss El Niño and coordinated responses. 

In terms of long-term DRM, the development of National Platforms mandated by HFA in Africa is 

hindered by limited financial capacity and low level of institutional integration of these platforms.300 

UNISDR has identified 5 disaster risk drivers for Africa: “1) climate change, 2) poorly planned 

 
294 “Special Meeting El Nino Background Paper.” 
295 Ibid. 
296 Ibid. 
297 WHO, “WHO | Health Preparedness for El Nino Event 2015 - 2016,” WHO (World Health Organization, October 30, 
2015), http://www.who.int/hac/techguidance/preparedness/el_nino_2015_2016/en/. 
298 Ibid. 
299 Ibid. 
300 Arame Tall, “Assessing the Capacity of National Platforms for Disaster Risk Reduction in Africa :,” n.d., 174. 
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urbanization, 3) environmental degradation, 4) poverty and inequality, and 5) fragility and 

conflict.”301 Moreover, DRR is given low priority in national budgets and countries are more used to 

responsive disaster management rather than preventive measures.302 Therefore, awareness raising, 

climate change adaptation, and poverty eradication efforts are the major focuses of DRR in Africa. 

Asia and the Pacific 

Droughts and abnormal cyclone activities have swept this region, especially Southeast Asia and the 

Pacific. Philippines, Indonesia, and Papua New Guinea are among the hardest hit. Countries affected 

are experiencing similar issues as those in Africa and the Americas, including crop losses, rising food 

insecurity, displacement due to extreme weathers, and deteriorating sanitary conditions. 

To ensure food supply and protect the agriculture sector, the Philippines is preparing a Roadmap to 

Address the Impact of El Niño (RAIN) to help farmers and ramp up grain output, and Indonesia 

allocated 258 million USD to increase food stock and stabilize food price.303 Papua New Guinea, Fiji, 

and Vanuatu have directly provided or funded clean water deliveries.304 

Regarding disaster losses in general, Asia-Pacific has historically been the harder hit as 45% of global 

disaster events happened here over the period of 1980-2009.305 While big economies such as China, 

India, and Russia, tend to suffer the most economic losses in absolute terms, small island states in 

the Pacific suffer more in relative terms.306 The largest hurdle against DRR is the gap between 

national and local planning. As identified by UNISDR, only Indonesia, Nepal and the Philippines have 

clear local-level delegations for DRM, and it is a general challenge that countries have limited 

capacity to reduce disaster risks on the local level.307 

 
301 UNISDR, “Disaster Risk Reduction in Africa Status Report - 2015: Executive Summary,” 2016. 
302 Ibid. 
303 “Special Meeting El Nino Background Paper.” 
304 Ibid. 
305 UNISDR and United Nations ESCAP, “Protecting Development Gains: Reducing Disaster Vulnerability and Building 
Resilience in Asia and the Pacific,” 2010. 
306 Ibid. 
307 Ibid. 
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The level and impact of intergovernmental coordination varies among subregions, given the 

vastness of Asia-Pacific: East Asia, with China , South Korea, and Japan as the largest economies, 

has very limited regional cooperation while individual countries make significant progress within 

their borders; South and Southeast Asia, the most susceptible to natural hazards, shows the most 

progress in subregional cooperation; Central and Western Asia are constrained from advancing 

intergovernmental projects due to varied and even conflicting political interests; and the Pacific is 

collaborating on DRR through the Secretariat of the Pacific Community.308 

Europe and North America 

El Niño changes the weather patterns in Europe and North America as well, but causes smaller losses 

when evaluated as a percentage of total capital stock investment.309 Nevertheless, the role of 

developed European and North American countries in El Niño response and DRR is still significant as 

they can assist low-capacity countries in enhancing their resilience and promoting sustainable 

development. For example, the Swedish government and the United Nations Development Program 

supported Uganda in mitigating the impacts of El Niño and improving resilience of agricultural 

practices.310 Successful DRM in developed countries could also serve as reference for others. Canada 

excels in incorporating the private sector into its coordination platform for disaster reduction.311 

Countries can share their experience and information with the international community to improve 

DRM on a global scale. 
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Glossary 

Disaster risk - “The consequence of the interaction between a hazard and the characteristics that 

make people and places vulnerable and exposed.”312 

Disaster risk reduction - Preventive activities that reduce the damage caused by natural hazards 

El Niño - During an El Niño, the temperature of waters in the eastern Pacific Ocean rises 

significantly, which drives the air upward, weakens the wind blowing from Americas to Asia and may 

even change the direction of it, leading to changes in weather patterns. 

Exposure - The presence of human resources and assets in hazard-prone areas that could be 

affected by hazards 

Hazard - An event that may cause life and/or economic losses and disruptions 

Vulnerability - The set of characteristics that render human resources and assets susceptible to 

hazard-induced damages 

 

  

 
312  “Disaster Risk - Disaster Risk | PreventionWeb.Net,” accessed August 20, 2020, 
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