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(III) 

Note to the Members of the Security Council 

Protection of Civilians in Armed Conflict - Resolution 2417 (2018) 

Update on Wide-Spread Food Insecurity Due to Conflict and Violence in 

Northern Ethiopia, Northeast Nigeria, South Sudan and Yemen 
 

Martin Griffiths, UNOCHA, 16 August 2022 

 

[Introduction and section on Ethiopia only] 

 

In its resolution 2417 (2018), the Security Council 

recalled the link between armed conflict and violence 

and food insecurity and famine, and requested the 

Secretary-General to report to the Council [1] when “the 

risk of conflict-induced famine and wide-spread food 

insecurity” occurs. Today, armed conflict and violence 

are primary drivers of these risks in parts of South 

Sudan, Yemen, Northeast Nigeria, and Ethiopia, where 

an estimated combined total of 648,000 people are 

projected to experience Catastrophe level food 

insecurity (Integrated Phase Classification, or IPC, 

Phase 5) as a result of conflict and violence.  

 

Across all contexts, civilians have been killed, injured 

and forcibly displaced. Civilian infrastructure and assets 

essential to people’s livelihoods, food security and 

ultimately survival have been damaged or destroyed. 

[2] In the most extreme cases, civilian populations’ 

access to the food and supplies on which they rely is 

deliberately impeded. Impartial humanitarian 

organizations’ access to people in need is being 

constrained, including as a result of attacks directed 

against humanitarian workers and assets. These factors 

combine to deepen human suffering and food insecurity 

in parts of each of these four countries.  

 

[…] 

 

 

 

 

 

[1] The wording in the 

original text of 2417 

(paragraph 12) includes the 

word “swiftly.” This has been 

tactfully omitted. The UNSG’s 

reporting of widespread 

conflict-induced food 

insecurity in Tigray cannot be 

considered “swift.” (Griffiths 

restored “swift” in his verbal 

remarks to the Council.) 

 

 

 

[2] Note the passive voice. The 

UN is at pains to avoid naming 

the perpetrator of these 

violations. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://documents-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/PRO/N22/592/06/PDF/N2259206.pdf?OpenElement
https://documents-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/PRO/N22/592/06/PDF/N2259206.pdf?OpenElement
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This note details below the situation in each of the four 

countries raised to the Security Council’s attention 

under Resolution 2417 (2018) and suggests country-

specific recommendations.  

 

More broadly, Member States could consider the 

following steps to address wide-spread food insecurity 

driven by armed conflict and violence [3]:  

 

1. Press for peaceful and negotiated political 

solutions to armed conflict and violence;  

2. Remind and encourage States and armed groups 

to abide by their International Humanitarian 

Law (IHL) [4] and human rights obligations, in 

particular the prohibition of starvation of the 

civilian population as a method of warfare and 

the protection of objects indispensable to the 

survival of the civilian population;  

3. Ensure rapid and unimpeded passage of 

humanitarian relief for people in need and the 

protection of aid workers and assets;  

4. Call for and provide support to independent, 

impartial, full, prompt, and effective 

investigations [5] into alleged serious violations 

and abuses of human rights and IHL;  

5. Support an integrated response to address the 

underlying drivers of acute food insecurity and 

support the economies of countries facing 

severe, large-scale hunger including 

safeguarding livelihoods and economies, and 

reducing development deficits and climate 

impacts;  

6. Sustain financing for humanitarian crises, not 

diverting humanitarian or development budgets 

due to the Ukraine crisis;  

7. Encourage and support Regional Organizations 

in supporting efforts to prevent and fight wide-

spread food insecurity;  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

[3] Notable by its absence 

from the steps outlined is any 

reference to starvation as a 

war crime or crime against 

humanity and explicit mention 

of criminal responsibility. The 

UN is doing a delicate dance 

around this topic. 

 

[4] The reference to IHL is 

correct. Starvation is also 

prohibited under 

International Criminal Law 

(Articles 8(2)(b)(xxv) and 

Article 8(2)(e)(xix) of the 

Rome Statute of the ICC). The 

language of “remind and 

encourage” is no longer 

appropriate when it comes to 

refraining from international 

crimes. 

 

[5] This opens up the 

possibility of UN 

investigations into starvation 

crimes leading to 

accountability. At a generic 

level, this is standard for the 

UN. Specific investigations, 

such as into starvation crimes 

in Ethiopia, are much more 

challenging. 
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8. Mitigate the impact of the crisis in Ukraine by 

sustaining food production globally, avoiding 

trade restrictions and releasing strategic food 

reserves to reduce global prices.  

 

Ethiopia  

 

The cumulative impact of attacks harming and 

displacing civilians, destruction of agriculture systems, 

humanitarian access issues and disruption of 

commercial supply lines and essential services 

continues to drive food insecurity for millions of people 

across areas affected by armed conflict and other 

situations of violence. [6] While the intensity of armed 

conflict in northern Ethiopia has subsided in recent 

months, more than 13 million people need food 

assistance across Afar, Amhara, and Tigray, compared 

to 2.4 million people in IPC Phase 3 or higher food 

insecurity just before the start of the conflict in 

November 2020. Of note, some of these areas, notably 

Afar, have also been impacted by the drought. [7] 

Meanwhile, the rising intensity of violence in other 

areas – particularly parts of Oromia and Benishangul-

Gumuz regions – has similarly impacted people’s 

livelihoods and access to food.  

 

In Tigray, the last IPC analysis (June 2021), projected 

that over 400,000 people would be facing IPC Phase 5 

conditions by September 2021. In July 2021, the IPC’s 

Famine Review Committee (FRC) warned of a medium-

to-high risk of famine before the end of 2021 in three of 

four scenarios considered in their report, each involving 

continued or increased conflict, limited availability of 

commercial goods and services and limited 

humanitarian access. In the succeeding months of 2021, 

access challenges remained high, with increased 

restrictions on bringing aid and supplies into the region. 

[8] While the intensity of conflict was reduced in Tigray 

itself, fighting escalated dramatically in Amhara and 

Afar regions. While the intensity of conflict has declined  

[6] This sentence is crafted so 

that every element of it is true, 

but it skirts the question of the 

relative gravities of deprivation 

and the acts that led to those 

consequences. UNOCHA does not 

want to follow the logic 

contained in the recent report of 

the International Commission of 

Human Rights Experts on 

Ethiopia, namely that one side in 

this war is responsible for the 

crime of starvation, not only as a 

war crime but also in a 

systematic manner that adds up 

to a crime against humanity 

(paragraph 96).  

 

[7] The reference to drought is 

correct, both in that some Afar 

areas are impacted and also in 

the unstated implication that 

drought is not a significant factor 

elsewhere in northern Ethiopia. 

Note by contrast the lazy 

generalization by many senior 

officials and politicians that food 

crisis in the Horn of Africa is 

caused by drought (which in turn 

is a symptom of climate crisis). 

 

[8] Everything in this paragraph 

is correct but it is not the whole 

story. The Famine Review 

Committee predicted famine in 

September and October. The UN 

was prevented from any follow 

up monitoring during that time 

and chose not to declare that its 

existing data and prediction 

indicated famine. The FGE 

permitted the UN to conduct a 

limited survey only in November, 

at a time when the limited 

harvest had ameliorated the 

worst conditions. That survey 

nonetheless found 37% of people 

in “emergency” conditions. 

https://reliefweb.int/report/ethiopia/report-international-commission-human-rights-experts-ethiopia-ahrc5146-advance-unedited-version
https://reliefweb.int/report/ethiopia/report-international-commission-human-rights-experts-ethiopia-ahrc5146-advance-unedited-version
https://reliefweb.int/report/ethiopia/report-international-commission-human-rights-experts-ethiopia-ahrc5146-advance-unedited-version
https://reliefweb.int/report/ethiopia/report-international-commission-human-rights-experts-ethiopia-ahrc5146-advance-unedited-version
https://sites.tufts.edu/reinventingpeace/2021/09/24/see-no-evil-how-the-united-nations-is-blind-to-the-famine-in-tigray/
https://sites.tufts.edu/reinventingpeace/2021/09/24/see-no-evil-how-the-united-nations-is-blind-to-the-famine-in-tigray/
https://sites.tufts.edu/reinventingpeace/2021/09/24/see-no-evil-how-the-united-nations-is-blind-to-the-famine-in-tigray/
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since early 2022 and the period since April 2022 has 

seen considerable improvements in the delivery of 

humanitarian food supplies into Tigray, the risks 

outlined in the FRC’s report are expected to remain 

pertinent [9], with essential services and commercial 

supply lines remaining severely disrupted and 

continuing shortages of key commodities. Fuel 

shortages and communications challenges have made 

comprehensive assessments difficult, but the most 

recent food security survey carried out in Tigray in late 

2021 found that 83 per cent of the population surveyed 

was food insecure, and that 37 per cent were in 

conditions equivalent to IPC Phase 4 or higher.  [10] 

 

In Amhara and Afar, conflict drove a steep rise in food 

insecurity during the second half of 2021. While food 

security has since improved, more than seven million 

people in Amhara and some 1.2 million people in Afar 

remain in need of food assistance, compared to 2.5 

million in 2021. According to WFP’s most recent 

assessment, completed in February 2022, 94 per cent of 

people in Afar’s Zone 2 and 4 were severely food 

insecure, and over a third of households reported that 

children had been admitted to health facilities due to 

food scarcity. In Amhara, the assessment showed the 

highest prevalence of food insecurity in the Wag Hamra 

and North Wollo zones, which were heavily affected by 

conflict. Alarming levels of acute malnutrition, in excess 

of emergency thresholds, also continue to be reported 

in various locations across Afar, Amhara, and Tigray.  

 

The past year has also seen escalating violence in other 

parts of the country – most notably in Benishangul-

Gumuz, the Wellegas zones of western Oromia, and the 

Guji and West Guji zones of southern Oromia. Access 

constraints linked to insecurity have prevented 

comprehensive assessments of needs in these areas, but 

food insecurity and malnutrition are believed to be 

extremely high. [11] A rapid nutrition assessment in  

 

 

 

[9] This is a coded way of 

warning of another famine 

this year. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

[10] Note that the most recent 

food security survey was 

conducted ten months ago. 

The prohibition on access for 

information gathering is 

shocking. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

[11] This points to the 

unfolding humanitarian 

emergency in many other 

parts of Ethiopia, unrelated to 

drought. 
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western Oromia earlier this year found that 22 per cent 

of children were acutely malnourished, well above 

emergency thresholds. In Guji – which is facing the 

combined impact of violence and successive seasons of 

drought – screening in May found even higher rates of 

malnutrition.  

 

Attacks harming civilians and causing destruction of 

property and infrastructure indispensable for the 

survival of the civilian population [12] have also 

resulted in widespread displacement, disrupting 

people’s ability to generate income and maintain their 

livelihoods. Internally displaced people, as well as many 

returnees, remain in need of food and other 

humanitarian support.  

 

Agricultural activity has been severely disrupted by 

conflict and violence. In 2020, most of the harvest in 

Tigray was lost due to damage and looting. [13] The 

2021 planting season in Tigray resulted in less than half 

the typical output, and parts of Amhara also faced 

significant harvest losses. While some supplies of 

fertilizer have been provided, shortages of fertilizer and 

enhanced seeds mean that there is a high risk of 

another poor harvest in Tigray. Agricultural production 

in violence- affected areas of Benishangul-Gumuz and 

Oromia has also been significantly disrupted, with 

insecurity limiting the cultivation of land and disrupting 

the supply of agricultural inputs. Nationwide shortages 

and rising prices for fertilizer are also expected to 

negatively affect production across the country. 

Farmland in several areas remains contaminated by 

explosive remnants of war, preventing farming 

activities and endangering the lives of farmers. 

Concomitantly, the impact of the ongoing drought may 

likely impact the harvest in the Belg areas, further 

impacting food insecurity.  

 

Conflict and violence have also severely affected 

markets and commercial supply routes. In Tigray,  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

[12] This is language referring 

to the war crime of starvation, 

which is defined as the 

destruction, removal or 

rendering useless of objects 

indispensable for the survival 

of the civilian population. 

 

 

 

 

 

[13] The evidence points to a 

widespread and systematic 

campaign of damage and 

looting by Ethiopian federal 

forces and Eritrean forces. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://sites.tufts.edu/wpf/starving-tigray/
https://sites.tufts.edu/wpf/starving-tigray/
https://sites.tufts.edu/wpf/starving-tigray/
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banking services, telecommunications, and electricity 

outside main towns have been largely disconnected, 

further impacting economic activity and livelihoods. 

Parts of Amhara, Afar, Oromia, and Benishangul-Gumuz 

have also faced disruptions to services and markets. 

[14] Conflict and violence have also put broader 

pressure on an economy already suffering from the 

impacts of COVID-19 and rising global commodity 

prices – contributing to high rates of inflation and high 

food prices.  

 

For most of the past year, the movement of 

humanitarian aid into Tigray – primarily by road via 

Afar and complemented by much smaller-scale air 

deliveries – has been highly constrained. Convoy 

movements stopped completely for over 100 days 

starting in December 2021. [15] Convoys resumed in 

April 2022, and by June had surpassed the objective of 

500 trucks per week for the first time since July 2021, 

though the pace slowed in July 2022, in part due to 

nationwide fuel shortages. Since April 2022, some 4 

million people have received food assistance. [16] 

However, the ability of humanitarian organizations to 

distribute assistance has remained highly constrained 

by a lack of fuel and cash, which are not being brought 

in at sufficient levels required to carry out humanitarian 

operations.  

 

Humanitarian organisations have also faced significant 

access challenges in other conflict-affected areas, 

mainly related to hostilities and insecurity. While 

improved security has restored access to most of 

Amhara and Afar, there are a number of areas, 

particularly along the boundary with Tigray, that have 

remained largely inaccessible. In violence-affected areas 

of Benishangul-Gumuz and Oromia, insecurity has 

significantly limited the distribution of humanitarian 

assistance beyond main towns, with deliveries of food 

aid disrupted for months at a time. In parts of the 

Wellegas zones of western Oromia, some communities  

 

[14] This is all correct, but the 

FGE’s deliberate (and 

reversible) cut off in services 

to Tigray is under-stated. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

[15] Again, note the passive 

voice. The FGE prevented 

convoys from moving. 

 

 

 

 

[16] The figure of 4 million is 

imprecise and open to 

interpretation on several 

grounds. Given the difficult 

logistics of distribution, the 

WFP tends to distribute food 

items to community 

representatives rather than 

individual households, making 

exact enumeration difficult. It 

is also not specified whether 

these 4 million have received 

one distribution of rations or 

several. The WFP has tended 

to put a positive gloss on its 

distribution numbers. 
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have not received food assistance for the past year. 

Efforts continue to reach more people in need. In July 

2022, food was delivered to previously inaccessible 

parts of Amhara’s Wag Hamra zone for the first time in 

over a year. In the Metekel zone of Benishangul-Gumuz 

humanitarians recently accessed some hard- to-reach 

areas for the first time in two years.  

 

Country-specific recommendations to the Security 

Council:  

 

• Request that all parties allow and facilitate rapid 

and unimpeded humanitarian access [17] to 

people in need in all areas affected by conflict 

and violence, facilitate access to fuel and cash 

needed for humanitarian operations, and allow 

additional road routes for humanitarian aid into 

Tigray;  

• Urge the parties to the conflict in northern 

Ethiopia to build on recent progress and agree a 

formal cessation of hostilities and engage in 

negotiations towards a peaceful resolution of the 

conflict;  

• Urge all parties to allow the free movement of 

people [18], including the voluntary return of 

displaced persons to their homes in safety and 

dignity;  

• Encourage the restoration of essential services 

[19], including electricity, communications, and 

banking services, as well as the flow of essential 

commercial commodities into Tigray and other 

drought, violence- conflict-affected areas.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

[17] The reference to “all 

parties” implies Eritrea. It is 

striking how Eritrea has been 

entirely excluded from the 

discussion about 

humanitarian access, though 

the shortest routes from 

seaports to northern Ethiopia 

run through Eritrea. 

 

[18] Free movement of people 

is an important element in 

livelihoods and famine 

survival that is often 

overlooked. 

 

[19] The verb “encourage” 

underplays the legal 

obligation on the Government 

of Ethiopia to restore services 

essential to sustaining life, i.e. 

to cease committing a war 

crime. 

 

 


