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When hunger is self-inflicted

H 

unger is one of the 
169 development 
targets adopted by 
the United Nations 
but for poor 
countries, it is a 

double embarrassment. They 
know hunger and they cause it, 
too.

How?
Middle-income developing 

countries such as Tunisia and 
Egypt and poorer ones in Sub-
Saharan Africa have patchy food 
chains. Inefficient harvesting, 
inadequate storage and poor 
conservation result in just as 
much food waste as the United 
States’ and Europe’s habits of 
careless consumption.

Together, they are the reason 
that one in every nine people — 
795 million people — goes to bed 
hungry.

In 2011, the United Nations’ 
Food and Agriculture Organisa-
tion estimated that about one-
third of the food produced in the 
world for human consumption 
every year — approximately 1.3 
billion tonnes — is lost or wasted. 
It said that industrialised and 
developing countries dissipate 
about the same quantities of food 
— 670 million and 630 million 
tonnes, respectively.

Bjorn Lomborg, who founded 
the Copenhagen Consen-
sus Center think-tank, 
which deliberates on 
issues such as global 
hunger, says 60 of the 
world’s leading econo-
mists estimate we could 
feed 1 billion more people 
at current food production 
levels if waste was 
reduced by half.

This is no exaggeration if 
one considers how common it is to 
see crates of tomatoes being 
trucked into Cairo unprotected,  
uselessly  raining some of their 

delicious goodness on to the road 
with every pothole or speed 
bump. Or the fact that Tunisia’s 
fabulous Angeer peaches last for 
just the season and aren’t made 
into branded jams and jellies or  
canned   as  slices or whole fruit for 
the world to eat later. Or that as 
much as 40% of all the fruit, 
vegetables and food grains grown 
in India never make it to the 
market. They go to waste.

There is a basic reason for this. 
India has too few grain silos, 
compared to, say, Canada. And 
governments in Tunisia and Egypt  
have generally taken a so-called 
trade-based view of food security . 
This has led them to reserve vast 
tracts of land for  production of 
high-value, low-nutrition food-
stuffs for export.

They pay less heed to growing, 
harvesting, selling and conserving 
food staples and consequently 
invest less in agricultural effi-
ciency or a properly linked supply 
chain. It’s another matter that 
Tunisia hasn’t properly leveraged 
its bumper olive crop even though 
olive oil is a high-value export 
product if properly branded and 
bottled. More than 75% of Tuni-
sia’s olive oil is  exported in bulk to 
Italy and Spain, where it is mixed 
with local oil before being 
marketed as their product. 
European importers are said to be 
leery of slapping on “Produced  in 
Tunisia” labels.

Finding a way for poor countries 
to balance agribusiness with 
primary agriculture is a smarter 
way to feed the planet while 
promoting sustainable income for 
farmers. The farm-to-fork (or 
fingers) chain needs proper roads 
from fields to markets, trains and 
planes to move produce effi-
ciently to processing plants and 
reliable electricity to keep 
produce at optimum temperatures 
or dry grains quickly. There must 

be adequate irrigation so the 
hundreds of thousands of Tuni-
sians, for instance, who make 
their living from the olive oil 
business don’t have to rely on the 
vagaries of rain clouds.

The alternative is stark and is 
not just about hunger. It can mean 
massive social unrest and this is 
probably best illustrated by Sidi 
Bouzid in south-western Tunisia 
where Mohamed Bouazizi 
committed suicide on December 
17, 2010, triggering the revolt that 

led to the downfall of Zine 
el-Abidine Ben Ali and the “Arab 
spring”. Bouazizi’s story, as 
Tunisian-born geographer Habib 
Ayeb and African Studies profes-
sor Ray Bush have pointed out, is 
“illustrative of rural dispossession 
and wealth transfer” prompted by 
“the exclusion of small farmers”. 
Unsustainable agribusiness 
created a “green mirage”, they 
wrote, forcing people such as 
Bouazizi’s family to mortgage 
their land and lose their liveli-
hood. It is a salutary story, one 
common in Tunisia and Egypt and 
elsewhere but, unfortunately,  the 
farming revolution is proving to 
be more elusive than the one that 
depose s  dictators.

Rashmee Roshan Lall is an 
itinerant commentator on world 
affairs. She blogs at www.
rashmee.com and is on Twitter:
@rashmeerl.sa.
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Exporting bulk. A worker pours olive oil at a traditional olive oil 
processing factory in Tebourba, 30 km from Tunis.
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T 

he campaign by Iran 
against Saudi Arabia 
following the tragic 
Mina stampede at the 
haj can only be under-
stood within the 

context of the greater war that 
the Arab world has been subject 
to of late. This is a war led by Iran, 
whether directly or via its 
sectarian militias, and taking 
place across the Middle East.

Iran does not miss an opportu-
nity to settle scores with the 
leadership of any Arab state. 
While Iraq is suffering today 
thanks to Iranian interference, 
the same goes for Bahrain, Syria, 
Lebanon and Yemen. The 
campaign against Riyadh is 
nothing more than a new chapter 
in this Iranian war against 
everything Arab in the region.

What happened in Mina, which 
resulted in the death of more 
than 750 people, was a true 
tragedy. This could have been the 
result of pilgrims failing to abide 
by official instructions or it could 
be the result of a mistake by the 
authorities. We must wait for the 
results of the investigation that 
has been launched by Saudi 
Arabia. We cannot rush to 
judgment, as Iranian Supreme 
Leader Ali Khamenei has done, in 
holding the Saudi authorities 

responsible for what 
happened. And whatever 
the case, it does not 
justify the bitter sectar-
ian campaign that Iran 
has launched against 
Saudi Arabia.

What is clear is that 
Riyadh is prepared to launch 

a full-scale investigation to find 
out what happened and hold 
those responsible accountable. 
This is precisely what happened 
in its investigation into the 
September 11th collapse of a 

crane into the Grand Mosque. So 
why can’t Tehran wait for the 
results of the investigation? 

This campaign aptly demon-
strates the extent of the Iranian 
hatred towards Saudi Arabia and 
other Gulf Arab states. Iran is 
using sectarianism to destabilise 
the Arab world to serve its own 
interests, promoting the idea of 
sectarian identity. This is pre-
cisely why we have seen the rise 
of sectarian militias in Lebanon, 
Iraq, Syria and Yemen. Iran is the 
unifying factor.

Iran’s reaction to the Mina 
stampede has revealed its true 
face. Tehran had two choices: It 
could have chosen to help to deal 
with the tragedy or it could have 
decided to follow an approach 
based on negativity and settling 
political scores with Saudi 
Arabia. It chose the latter.

Riyadh recognises the need for 

a quick and transparent investi-
gation and that is precisely what 
it is doing in order to avoid a 
repeat of such an incident.

Since he took the throne, every 
time that any incident has 
happened in Saudi Arabia, King 
Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud has 
been quick to give directives and 
ensure that everybody is shoul-
dering their responsibilities. The 
Mina stampede investigation is 
another opportunity for the Saudi 
monarch to demonstrate that he 
is not complacent in dealing with 
any crisis. 

So Iran’s campaign against 
Saudi Arabia will not achieve 
anything, particularly as the Arab 
Gulf states have no illusions 
regarding what Tehran is trying 
to achieve in the region.

 It is now very clear that Iran’s 
game is up. Everybody in the 
region understands what Tehran 

is trying to do with its baseless 
accusations.

 Iran has chosen to divorce its 
neighbours and cooperate with 
the “Great Satan”. All of its 
actions since the signing of the 
nuclear agreement aim to ensure 
that Iran becomes the dominant 
power in the region, even at the 
cost of its own people, half of 
whom live below the poverty 
line.

The question is no longer: “Can 
the Iranian regime change?” but 
“Can a country build a regional 
role based on sectarian militias 
and when will these militias bite 
the hand that feeds them?”

Khairallah Khairallah is a 
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Al Arab daily.
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An aerial view shows tents hosting pilgrims in Mina near the holy city of Mecca, on September 25th.

Iran uses Mina tragedy to settle scores with Saudi Arabia


