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The Middle East Situation Impacts Global Food Security 

Zhang Shi 

 

Following the military strikes launched against Iran by the United States and Israel in 

late February, shipping through the Strait of Hormuz has remained disrupted. Global resource 

markets have suffered a massive shock, including issues regarding global food security 

stemming from disruptions to fertilizer supply chains. 

 

The Tightening Supply of Fertilizer Impacts Food Security 

Globally speaking, the Persian Gulf nations are major exporters of fertilizers. In 2023, urea 

exports from countries such as Saudi Arabia, Qatar, and Oman accounted for 94% of the Gulf 

region’s total fertilizer exports, while anhydrous ammonia exports accounted for 98%. The 

Gulf states also produce approximately one-fifth of the world’s phosphate fertilizers, with 

Saudi Arabia standing as a major global exporter of these fertilizers. Furthermore, Iran 

possesses the world’s second-largest natural gas reserves. Natural gas serves as a key feedstock 

for the production of nitrogen fertilizers, while the sulfur recovered from the desulfurization of 

natural gas is, in turn, a primary raw material for manufacturing phosphate fertilizers. 

 As one of the critical international shipping lanes, the Strait of Hormuz directly impacts 

the supply of fertilizers to global markets. Approximately one-third of the world’s seaborne 

fertilizers and nearly half of its sulfur are transported through the Strait of Hormuz. A blockade 

of this strait would have an adverse impact on global fertilizer transport, leading to a sudden 

surge in fertilizer prices. On March 20, urea futures at the Chicago Board of Trade in the United 

States were quoted at US$684 per ton—a 46.93% increase from the US$465.5 per ton recorded 

prior to the outbreak of the US-Iraq war, and an 80% rise compared to the same period last 

year. Máximo Torero, Chief Economist at the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United 

Nations (FAO), stated that the price of granular urea in the Middle East has exceeded US$590 

per ton, marking an increase of US$90 per ton since late February. Egyptian urea prices have 

also climbed to US$625 per ton. In a statement regarding the conflict in the Middle East, the 
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World Bank explicitly noted that disruptions to shipping routes through the Strait of Hormuz 

are driving up fertilizer costs, and that supply risks are gradually expanding from the energy 

sector to fertilizers and other critical agricultural inputs. 

 Since fertilizers are a core resource for grain production, tightening supplies and rising 

prices will have a direct impact on food security. For instance, during the Russia-Ukraine 

conflict in 2022, the disruption to fertilizer trade caused by the suspension of operations at the 

Black Sea ports of Yuzhny and Odesa was one of the primary factors driving up global food 

prices. Fertilizer exports from Gulf nations are primarily directed toward Africa, Asia, and 

Latin America. Notably, Brazil, a major agricultural powerhouse, relies on imports for 80% to 

85% of its fertilizer requirements; Arab nations such as Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Oman, Morocco, 

and Algeria serve as the primary sources for Brazil’s fertilizer imports. In 2025, Brazil’s 

imports of urea from Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and Oman accounted for approximately 30% of its 

total urea imports. Prior to the outbreak of hostilities involving the United States, Israel, and 

Iran, about 40% of Brazil's urea imports had to pass through the Strait of Hormuz. 

Furthermore, as the conflict in the Middle East escalates, fertilizer plants in nations such 

as Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and the UAE have been compelled to reduce production or suspend 

operations, driving a further increase in global fertilizer prices. The volatility in the global 

fertilizer market has now rippled through to Brazil’s domestic market. On March 15, data from 

the Chicago Board of Trade indicated that futures contracts for urea scheduled for shipment to 

Brazil in April were quoted at a CFR (Cost and Freight) price of US$690 per ton—an increase 

of over 20% compared to prices at the beginning of the month, and a staggering 60% surge 

relative to the prices paid at Brazilian ports at the start of the year. Currently, as Brazil has not 

yet entered its planting season, the urgency of its demand for fertilizers is lower than that of 

the Northern Hemisphere; however, this does not signify the elimination of threats to Brazil’s 

food security. Should the conflict involving the United States, Israel, and Iran persist into the 

second half of the year, when Brazil enters its planting season, the country’s demand for 

fertilizers will intensify, whereupon exorbitant purchasing costs would drive up grain 

production expenses for Brazilian farmers, potentially disrupting normal agricultural 

operations. Besides Brazil, countries such as India, Bangladesh, Thailand, South Africa, 
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Jordan, Sudan, Kenya, and Mozambique also serve as major export markets for fertilizers from 

the Gulf states, so as the conflict escalates, food production in these nations is likewise at risk 

of facing a fertilizer supply crisis. 

 

The global trend of rising grain prices is likely to persist 

The Gulf region itself is constrained by natural resources and geographical conditions, 

so Gulf nations are heavily dependent on food imports—particularly staples such as wheat, 

rice, corn, barley, and soybeans. The Strait of Hormuz serves as a critical conduit for these food 

imports, with nearly 80% of all grain shipments passing through it. Following severe 

disruptions to shipping traffic in the Strait of Hormuz, food imports for nations such as Saudi 

Arabia and the UAE have faced significant impediments, prompting a shift of some import 

operations from sea freight to air freight. Furthermore, as a belligerent nation, Iran was already 

grappling with severe domestic food inflation prior to the conflict; the outbreak of hostilities 

has only exacerbated this situation. Torero noted that over the past month of warfare, flour 

prices in Iran have surged by approximately 120%—representing a year-on-year increase of 

nearly 200%—while overall food prices have risen by roughly 110% compared to a year ago. 

Furthermore, in an era of interdependent free trade, national food markets are inextricably 

linked to the global food market. Disruptions to supply chains in major exporting nations, 

whether of food products or agricultural inputs, or the severance of critical shipping lanes for 

food transport, can trigger a vicious ripple effect that undermines the stability of food systems 

in other countries. This phenomenon is particularly pronounced in vulnerable regions where 

the imbalance between food supply and demand is acute. According to an analysis and forecast 

released by the World Food Programme in March, if hostilities persist, global food insecurity 

is likely to worsen in the coming months. Specifically, the number of food-insecure people is 

projected to rise by 21% in West and Central Africa, 17% in East and Southern Africa, and 

24% in Asia. Carl Skau, Deputy Executive Director and Chief Operating Officer of the World 

Food Programme, also expressed concern regarding the future situation. In his view, if the 

conflict in the Middle East cannot be brought under control, it will trigger a chain reaction on 

a global scale, dealing an even heavier blow to families that are already struggling to meet their 
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basic needs. A report released by the FAO in March indicates that the global cereal price index 

rose by 1.1% month-on-month in February, with prices for the three major staple crops—

wheat, maize, and rice—all showing an increase. If the conflict involving the United States, 

Israel, and Iran cannot be effectively contained, the magnitude of the rise in global cereal prices 

is likely to intensify, and this upward trend is expected to persist. 

The global food security crisis triggered by the conflict in the Middle East serves as a 

wake-up call to the international community: safeguarding a nation’s food security requires not 

only prioritizing domestic food production but also paying close attention to food 

transportation. Food-importing nations, in particular, must prioritize the diversification of their 

overseas food supply chains and enhance the resilience of their maritime food transport 

networks. In the area global food security governance, meanwhile, the international community 

has only four years remaining to achieve the “Zero Hunger” goal by 2030, but if the warring 

parties continue to escalate the intensity of conflict, this objective risks becoming a mere pipe 

dream. 

 

The author is an Associate Professor at the School of Government Management, 

Shanghai University of Political Science and Law. This article was published in Wen Wei Po 

(Wenhuibao) on March 30, 2026 (Page 4). 

 

Translated by Thomas E. Smith 

 


