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Abstract 

 

The Public Distribution System, 

Consequences of U.S. Food Aid in Iraq 

 

Jessica Powell Tibbets, MGlobalPolStuds; MA 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2012 

 

Supervisors:  Kamran Scot Aghaie and Robert Hutchings 

 

This report addresses the consequences of the Iraqi Public Distribution System 

(PDS), a food rationing system managed by the Iraqi Ministry of Trade (MoT), 

administered by the U.N. World Food Programme (WFP), and supported with U.S. food 

aid. The Saddam Hussein administration created the PDS as emergency food aid in 1991 

when United Sanctions (UN) sanctions made food imports to Iraq difficult. After more 

than two decades in operation, the PDS has developed long-term negative effects on 

Iraq’s most vulnerable populations. Specific vulnerable populations include Iraqi War 

Widows, Iraqi farmers, and Internally Displaced Persons (IDP). This report introduces 

the current Public Distribution System following a thorough background on the 

development of government-citizen relations, Sunni-Shi’i dynamics, and urban-rural 

economies throughout the twentieth Century in Iraq. The PDS harms the most food 

vulnerable Iraqis more than it assists them in the long run because of the unreliable 

delivery times, poor quality of the PDS goods, and depreciation of the local food market; 

therefore, the WFP and Iraqi MoT should limit the PDS recipients, improve the 
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efficiency and quality of fewer goods in the PDS basket, and strengthen Iraq’s agriculture 

sector to provide for the current market and wheat exports. Based on an analysis of the 

U.S. farm bill, this paper recommends a shift in U.S. food aid from distributing American 

surplus crops as food aid. The U.S. government should focus on building capacity in the 

Iraqi agriculture sector with a model similar to the Obama Administration’s Feed the 

Future (FTF) initiative. 
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Introduction 

Since Saddam Hussein invaded Kuwait in 1990, sanctions and wars have made it 

difficult for many Iraqis to feed their families. Within Iraq’s border are 29.6 million 

people: approximately 6.2 million of whom are vulnerable to food insecurity.1 As such, 

without a large social program, over 20 percent of the Iraqi population would face hunger 

or starvation. To address this food crisis, Saddam Hussein established the Public 

Distribution System (PDS) in 1991, which is a food rationing system that delivers a 

basket of eleven food items every month to every person in Iraq who has a permanent 

address and pays an equivalent of US$0.21 to the program. 

Iraq’s PDS has evolved since its establishment in 1991, adapting to external 

events and fluctuating political, economical, and social situations inside Iraq. This study 

is designed for an audience of U.S. policy-makers, the Iraqi Ministry of Trade (MoT), 

and International Organizations (IO) such as World Food Programme (WFP). Now is 

particularly important for an analysis of the PDS because the U.S. military left Iraq in 

December of 2011 and the U.S. Government (USG) is evaluating its current support 

programs in Iraq.  

The PDS harms the most food vulnerable Iraqis more than it assists them because 

of unreliable delivery times, poor quality of the PDS goods, and depreciation of the local 

food market; therefore, the WFP and Iraqi MoT should limit PDS recipients, improve the 

efficiency and quality of fewer goods in the PDS basket, and strengthen Iraq’s agriculture 

sector to provide for current market and wheat exports. 

                                                 
1 United Nations World Food Programme. Comprehensive Food Security and Vulnerability Analysis in 

Iraq. United Nations World Food Programme (2008) 4.  
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OVERVIEW 

Chapter one summarizes Iraqi religious, ethnic, economic, and political make up, 

and how each element developed throughout the twentieth Century. Understanding Iraq’s 

sensitive environment allows a more comprehensive analysis of current food insecurities, 

and how best to address them. Chapter one ends with the establishment of Iraq’s first 

Public Distribution System (PDS) and the temporary substitute system called the Oil for 

Food Programme (OFFP). Chapter two describes Iraq’s current PDS, how the process of 

getting food to Iraqi families works and does not work. The second chapter also critiques 

the current PDS in Iraq and outlines the systemic problems. Chapter three focuses on the 

impact of the PDS on Iraq’s most vulnerable: the Iraqi war widows, farmers, and 

internally displaced. It offers a unique view of the populations affected by the PDS 

program. If recommended reforms from chapters four and five are implemented, the 

vulnerable populations described in chapter three will benefit. Chapter four explains the 

problem with U.S. food surplus used as U.S. food aid instead of the U.S. government 

investing in the Iraqi Agriculture Sector. The fourth chapter explains the U.S. farm bill, 

the process from farmer to end crop, and argues that if food aid is continued, it can 

negative short and long-term effects on the recipient country. Chapter four concludes 

with an example of a successful program that promotes capacity building in the 

agriculture sector: the Feed the Future initiative. Chapter four recommends that the U.S., 

MoT, and WFP model food aid on the Feed the Future initiative. Finally, chapter five 

recommends that the U.S. government, MoT, and WFP focus on three phases: two PDS 

improvements and one shift in global food aid practices. 
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Chapter One: Twentieth Century Background 

It is necessary to have an understanding of Iraq’s background prior to a PDS 

analysis. Iraq is a diverse country with many different ethno-religious groups, creating 

complex relations between the Iraqi government and Iraqi masses. The country is 

resource rich and located at a crossroads between the influential countries of Iran, 

Turkey, and Arab nations, adding to the political and economic tension of the region. 

Solutions to the current state of food insecurity in Iraq should be based on a 

comprehensive analysis of Iraq’s political and economic history, relationship with its 

neighbors, and dynamics between the Iraqi government and the Iraqi masses. Without 

this twentieth Century background, the study would lack a historical setting, which 

created the need of the PDS and therefore an alternative to it. 

DEVELOPING MISTRUST 

Government Affects Iraqi Power Divides 

Economic transformations at the beginning of the twentieth century and 

oppressive colonial regimes restricted the masses in Iraq to a desperately poor status, 

exacerbating the ethnic and religious divides in the diverse country. The British defeated 

the Ottoman Empire in World War I, and divided the Middle Eastern region among other 

European powers. The British and French haphazardly drew the lines of Iraq and its 

neighbors in the 1916 Sykes-Picot Agreement, placing Iraq under the British Mandate. 

This mandate dramatically altered the way Iraqis dealt with land, which led to economic 

and social changes that separated the classes and placed the small number of upper class 

Iraqis in direct power over poor Iraqis who had increasingly less autonomy. 

From the mid nineteenth century to the early twentieth Century, Iraq slowly began 

to integrate into the world market, changing the economic environment for the rural 
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populations such as the tribesmen and sheikhs. Nomadic tribes, accustomed to 

generations of subsistence economy, started to transition to farming in the countryside. 

These Iraqis functioned in a tribal system, which is the equivalent of an extended family 

network in which people make decisions for the benefit of the tribe rather than participate 

with a central government.  

Before the British Mandate, tribal societies in the eighteenth and early nineteenth 

centuries used a system made up of dirah, which are areas of land separated for each 

tribe. The dirah was communally owned and defended by the entire tribe. Though 

responsibilities in the dirah were divided so that the entire dirah could be farmed, grazed, 

and maintained properly, no single member of the tribe owned any portion of the dirah.2 

The British ignored this longstanding communal ownership when they altered the 

property laws in Iraq during the British Mandate. 

The role of sheikhs in the tribes was purely patriarchal until the British granted 

property rights to the sheikhs. The archaic system was not able to adapt to the new British 

laws.3 Land that had traditionally belonged to the whole tribe now belonged to a sheikh 

who collected rents from the tribesmen, or peasants. This shift in land ownership and 

economic status created disparate divisions between the peasants and the sheikhs.4 By the 

end of this process, the relationship between the once-respected sheikhs and the 

supporting tribesmen became a relationship between landlord and peasant— dramatically 

different in social context. 

                                                 
2 Hanna Batatu, The Old Social Classes and the Revolutionary Movements of Iraq: A Study of Iraq’s Old 

Landed and Commercial Classes and of its Communists, Ba’thists, and Free Officers (Princeton: Princeton 

University Press, 1987) 71. 
3 Eric Davis, Memories of a State: Politics, History, and Collective Identity in Modern Iraq (Los Anglos: 

University of California Press, Ltd, 2005) 29-30. 
4 Peter Sluglett, Britain in Iraq, 1914-1932 (London: Ithaca Press for the Middle Easter Centre: 1976), 240-

243. 
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The peasant tribesmen were paid the minimum to survive as they worked on the 

sheikhs’ land. When exports rose in the 1920s in Iraq, key products such as grain brought 

increased wages into the country. As prices in Iraq inflated, only the sheikhs and traders 

saw an increased income; the wages of peasants working the land did not increase in step 

with the increased prices. Peasants borrowed from their landowners and piled 

considerable debt to survive. The peasants were trapped in their status as peasants in debt 

to their landlord. The sheikhs they had once respected now only represented a higher 

level in an unjust government system. 

At the 1916-1920 economic levels, Iraqi peasant children had a worse economic 

situation than their parents’ generation had experienced.5 The British took power away 

from even some of the upper-class Iraqis. Before the British Mandate, the effendiyya, or 

Ottoman elite, were the Iraqi ruling stratum in Ottoman Iraq. After the British Mandate 

commenced the first administration in 1920, only 20 of the 507 senior bureaucrats were 

Iraqi, the rest were British.6 Not only were rural farmers adjusting to economic injustice, 

even the bureaucrats lost their jobs. This economic devastation and power shift most 

affected the poorest and richest in Iraq. 

Ethnic and Religious Divides 

When an entire country simultaneously loses autonomy and suffers economic 

stresses, social transformations occur. In addition to change in the relationship between 

the peasants and the landlords, sectarian divides, which were already tense in Iraq, were 

further strained. The effendiyya were all Sunni Muslim, at the top of society. The British 

imposed a Sunni to lead Iraq, King Faisal. Consequently, the majority of the Shi’is were 

poor peasants ruled by a minority of Sunnis.  

                                                 
5 Batatu, The Old Social Classes. 198. 
6 Batatu, The Old Social Classes. 220. 
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The British modernized the Iraqi Army, which had Sunni men (with few 

exceptions) in top ranks with command over the Shi’i Iraqis at the lower ranks. As the 

army grew, so did Sunni power in Iraq even though Shi’is made up the majority of Iraq’s 

population. Thus, the power of all Iraqis lessened during the British Mandate, but the 

peasants, especially the Shi’i, fell to a level of desperation. 

SADDAM HUSSEIN ENTERS THE IRAQI GOVERNMENT  

Saddam Hussein was integral in the coup, now referred to as the 17 July 

Revolution, which replaced the Iraqi government in 1968 with a Ba’athist party. He 

became president approximately eleven years later, on July 16, 1979. As he began his 

new position, he feared that the recent Iranian Revolution would appeal to the Shi’is of 

Iraq. As such, shortly after Hussein7 took power, on September 22, 1980, Iraq invaded 

Iran, starting the Iraq-Iran War. Over the next eight years, up to one million Iranians and 

Iraqis were killed in the fighting. In the end, the conflict resulted in stalemate. 

Though the government subsidized food staples, 90 percent of all households had 

access to clean water and almost all households had toilets and electricity.8 The Iraqi 

economy prospered from military expenditures during the eight years of war. Some 

prosperity may have been an illusion, because the war was largely financed through 

foreign loans. Shortly after the Iraq-Iran War, Iraq invaded Kuwait on August 2, 1990 

because Kuwait would not forgive Iraq’s US$30 billion debt. In addition, Iraqis believed 

Kuwait waged an “Economic War” against them because Kuwait was selling a high 

                                                 
7 Many political pieces refer to Saddam Hussein as “Saddam,” but this first name reference stems from a 

mockery title, initiated by George H. W. Bush. For the continuation of this paper, Saddam Hussein is 

referred to as “Hussein.” 
8 John Mason, et al., The Impact of the Oil-For-Food Program on the Iraqi People, (Independent Inquiry 

Committee: 2005) 6. 
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amount of oil, which decreased the overall price of oil, thus reducing Iraqi oil revenues.9 

Iraq was economically struggling, so it invaded Kuwait to potentially bring on the 

prosperous economy it experienced during the Iraq-Iran War. 

The international community put crippling sanctions on Iraq for invading Kuwait. 

The sanctions on Iraq started just days after the invasion, under UN Security Council 

Resolution 661. These sanctions prohibited Iraq from profiting from oil sales and 

restricted Iraqi imports, including food imports. Since Iraq’s income primarily consisted 

of oil revenues and over 70 percent of food was imported, these sanctions 

disproportionately affected the poorest in Iraq.10 Within weeks, food prices increased. 

The government’s food subsidies program did not suffice. Iraqis could not afford basic 

foods, even with the subsidies.  

1991 PUBLIC DISTRIBUTION SYSTEM 

One month later, in September 1990, Hussein changed the food subsidies program 

into a rationing system, Iraq’s first official Public Distribution System (PDS). This PDS 

aimed to deliver food and necessary goods to every person in Iraq, because all Iraqis were 

suffering, to some degree, from the sanctions. The Ministry of Trade (MoT) managed the 

PDS while the private sector carried out the logistics. The PDS started fully functioning 

by the beginning of 1991, which is why it is known as the 1991 PDS. 

On January 17, 1991, the U.S. attacked Iraq in retaliation for invading Kuwait, 

and Iraq’s economy declined to the lowest level Iraq had known. U.S. bombing damaged 

or destroyed sewage treatment plants, water purification plants, and 20 of the 24 power 

                                                 

9 Tareq Abdulhaj of World Food Programme, personal interview January 26, 2012. 

10 United Nations Security Council, The Situation Between Iraq and Kuwait. Resolution 661 (6 August 

1990). Accessed 23 Feb 2012, http://daccess-dds-

ny.un.org/doc/RESOLUTION/GEN/NR0/575/11/IMG/NR057511.pdf?OpenElement. 

http://daccess-dds-ny.un.org/doc/RESOLUTION/GEN/NR0/575/11/IMG/NR057511.pdf?OpenElement
http://daccess-dds-ny.un.org/doc/RESOLUTION/GEN/NR0/575/11/IMG/NR057511.pdf?OpenElement
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stations, reducing the capacity to generate electricity by 75 percent. Iraqis faced intense 

food insecurities and deterioration of public health conditions.11 The lack of electricity 

stalled “food-processing plants, agricultural research stations, laboratories, food storage 

facilities, industrial complexes, oil refineries, sewerage-pumping stations, and radio and 

television telecommunications facilities; roads, and railroads. Dozens of bridges were 

destroyed. It became very difficult to transport, process store, or deliver food.”12 

The UN recognized the shortage of food and medicine for Iraqis and spent years 

trying to negotiate with the Government of Iraq (GOI) for an exchange that would 

improve the lives of Iraqi civilians. The UN wanted Iraq to sell oil in exchange for food 

and medicine (instead of money) that could benefit the people of Iraq directly. While the 

UN and the GOI negotiated for about four years, the Iraqi 1991 PDS deteriorated, the 

economy worsened, and the health conditions declined dramatically each year. The GOI 

could not afford to pay for the 1991 PDS program. Accordingly, the quality of the food 

and goods decreased because the sanctions prohibited many foods from entering Iraq, the 

management and oversight was costly, and transportation of the food and goods became 

inefficient and expensive.  

The PDS basket only provided 1,400 calories a day, so families needed to 

purchase additional foods to survive. Families struggled to purchase any food if they 

needed supplemental items outside of the PDS basket. It was common for even less than 

1,400 calories to arrive daily due to delays in delivery or theft of food items before 

delivery. Therefore, sometimes the family would need to purchase more supplemental 

items than other times, depending on the erratic PDS delivery.  

                                                 
11 Mason, The Impact, 6. 
12 Mason, The Impact, 9. 
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As an example of the price increases in the mid 1990s, in August 1995, the price 

of wheat flour was about 33 times higher than the price for wheat flour in 1993 and more 

than 11,000 times higher than before 1991.13 This increase in wheat flour price is similar 

to all food prices, in and out of the PDS basket. Some items in the food basket were not 

always provided, depending on the market price the GOI had to pay, but wheat flour was 

the only item that was constantly supplied. Because wheat flour was always delivered to 

the people of Iraq, few people (except for infants and young children) actually died of 

starvation.  

OIL-FOR-FOOD PROGRAMME 

By 1995, the Iraqi government could not afford the high food prices for the PDS 

and acquiesced to the UN offers.14 On April 14, 1995, the UN passed Security Council 

Resolution 986 allowed specific levels of oil exports in exchange for imported food and 

medicines. In May 1996, the UN and GOI came to an agreement and signed a 

Memorandum of Understanding that initiated the Oil-For-Food Programme (OFFP) to 

ensure that enough food and goods would reach the Iraqis without providing money that 

could be used to develop the Iraqi Military.15 Payments for oil went into a BNP Paribas 

bank account instead of directly to the Iraqi government. Iraqi government officials had 

to order foods, medicines, and goods. If the items were approved, pending they were not 

on the embargo list, then the items could be purchased with the funds. Raw foods were 

expedited, but supplies like pencils had to wait in a process before being released.16 

                                                 
13 Mason, The Impact, 17. 
14 Jennifer Clapp and Marc J. Cohen, et al., The Global Food Crisis Governance Challenges and 

Opportunities (Ontario: Wilfrid Laurier University Press: 2009). 
15 Mason, The Impact, 19. 
16 United States Government Accountability Office Report to Congressional Committees. United Nations 

Lessons Learned from Oil for Food Program Indicate the Need to Strengthen UN Internal Controls and 

Oversight Activities. April 2006. 
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This new OFFP allowed food and medicine to be imported, which dramatically 

increased the food and goods basket of the PDS. Every food item in the basket doubled 

under the OFFP, (see figure 1) but not all of the problems were fixed immediately. 

According to a Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) report, the OFFP distributed 

food erratically, “covering about 80% of the planned ration in the first half of 1997,” but 

improved to 95% by the end of the year.17 Even though the distributions improved, “food 

basket targets were met in 6 out of the 38 monthly distribution cycles.”18 World Food 

Programme testimonies indicate “more than half of the population ate mostly bread 

because wheat flour remained always accessible in sufficient quantity, in contrast to most 

other foods.”19 

During the OFFP, the WFP distributed food and medicine in the Kurdistan 

Region, the GOI managed the program, and the UN provided oversight. Many UN 

agencies assisted with the procurement, delivery, and provision of basic non-food items 

such as medicines, vaccines, and essential agricultural equipment.20 Reports from the 

WFP and FAO estimate that 60 to 70 percent of people in Iraq were dependent on the 

PDS food rations for survival. The other 30 to 40 percent were either close to the Ba’ath 

Party or had additional resources so that they did not need the PDS baskets. Regardless, 

any person residing in Iraq could access the system and receive rations. Some people not 

dependent on the system would accept the food and goods in the PDS basket and sell 

them on the black market to other Iraqis or across the border.21 

                                                 
17 Ecology of Food and Nutrition. ‘Assessment of the Food and Nutrition Situation in Iraq’ Joint Mission 

Report Summary by the Food and Agricultural Organization, World Food Programme. (2000) 185-188. 
18 Ecology of Food and Nutrition, 190. 
19 Mason, The Impact, 22. 
20 United Nations Security Council Resolution 986 (14 April 1995) http://daccess-dds-

ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/N95/109/88/PDF/N9510988.pdf?OpenElement. 
21 United State Government Accountability Office, Lessons Learned, 33. 

http://daccess-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/N95/109/88/PDF/N9510988.pdf?OpenElement
http://daccess-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/N95/109/88/PDF/N9510988.pdf?OpenElement
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Over the eight-year program, the GOI received US$67 billion dollars in oil 

revenue and US$31 billion in humanitarian aid.22 The OFFP met the goal of providing 

humanitarian assistance, saving many people in Iraq. Since OFFP’s focus was only on the 

importation of food for rations, Iraq’s infrastructure, unemployment rate, and local food 

production did not improve. By the end of the OFFP, the GOI was in no better position to 

feed the hungry of Iraq.  

Three days after the U.S. invaded Iraq on March 22, 2003, UN Secretary-General 

Kofi Annan evacuated the UN’s OFFP workers from Iraq. He granted authority of Iraq’s 

oil revenue to the Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA). In his defense, on May 28, 

2003 he asked the Security Council to “ensure that the nearly US$10 billion in goods Iraq 

had ordered, including US$2.4 billion for food, could enter the country.”23 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
22 United State Government Accountability Office, Lessons Learned, 38. 
23 “Oil for Food Scandal” Accessed 23 Feb 2012. http://wn.com/AWB_Limited_Oil_for_food_scandal 

http://wn.com/AWB_Limited_Oil_for_food_scandal
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Table 1: Amounts of food (in kilograms per person per month) in rations distributed in 

Iraq in 1989, 1996, and 1999 according to PDS, GOI, and OFFP24 

Food Item Subsidized item 

available, 1989 

Under PDS 

operated by GOI, 

1996 

Under OFFP, 1999 

Wheat flour 15.0 7.0 9.0 

Rice 3.28 1.2 3.0 

Sugar 3.4 0.5 2.0 

Tea 0.25 0.1 0.15 

Cooking oil 1.28 0.75 1.5 

Milk powder 3.06 1.7 3.6 

 

  

                                                 
24 Source: Republic of Iraq, Athar al-Hisar al Iqtisadi al-Shamil ala al-Iraq (The effects of Comprehensive 

Economic Sanctions on Iraq). Baghdad: Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2000.   
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Chapter Two: Iraq’s Current PDS and Defining the Shortcomings 

POLITICAL AND ECONOMICAL LANDSCAPE OF IRAQ SINCE 2003 

The United States and its allies invaded Iraq on March 19, 2003. Within 21 days, 

the entire Iraqi government collapsed, shifting the Hussein government’s obligations to 

the Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA). The CPA was a year-long transitional 

government organized by the U.S. to take over Hussein’s government responsibilities 

until the next president could be democratically elected. Since the PDS was so large and 

complex, the CPA handed over the management portion to the World Food Programme 

(WFP) from 2003 to 2004. WFP clearly explained that it would manage the PDS for only 

one year to avoid a food crisis in Iraq.25 United Nations and independent reports found 

widespread corruption in PDS long-term management positions.26 After one year, the 

WFP transferred the PDS to the Iraqi government. Managing the PDS for only one year 

under the title of “temporary emergency food aid” relieved the WFP from any 

accusations of mismanagement or fraud. Corruption, food shortages, and failed political 

support are recurring themes in the study of food aid to Iraq. 

The political and economic conditions in Iraq determine people’s access to food. 

Using the lens of food insecurity, the first half of this chapter analyzes Iraq’s political and 

economic situation since 2003. Since Iraq has a diverse history of political leaders, a wide 

range in citizens’ economic statuses, and a unique experience with food aid, these topics 

should be studied before examining Iraq’s current PDS. The second half of this chapter 

will explain the PDS and identify its problems; this way the problems identified are built 

on a comprehensive understanding of where Iraq comes from economically and 

politically, and Iraq’s relationship with public food aid.  

                                                 
25 Abdulhaj, interview. 
26 United State Government Accountability Office, Lessons Learned. 
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The Food and Agriculture Organization defines food security in 2006 as a 

“condition in which all people, at all times, have physical and economic access to 

sufficient, safe and nutritious food to meet their dietary needs and food preferences for an 

active and healthy life.”27 If a person is not food secure, meaning he does not have 

economic access to sufficient, safe and nutritious food, then he is labeled extremely poor 

and food insecure. The population that has a slightly more stable condition, maybe due to 

a low-wage income of US$1 or less a day, is labeled poor and vulnerable to food 

insecurities. This group is food secure most of the time, but if it experienced a change in 

income, natural disaster, or absence of public assistance, then this population that is poor 

and vulnerable to food insecurities would drop to the level of extremely poor and food 

insecure.  

Political Environment and Food Insecurity: 2003-2006 

After the invasion of Iraq and collapse of Hussein’s regime, the CPA created the 

Iraqi Governing Council (IGC). The CPA selected 25 Iraqis, mostly expatriates, to serve 

on the IGC. Eleven of the 25 were chosen to serve as president of Iraq for approximately 

one month to prove him/herself to the Iraqi public and Americans controlling the CPA. 

At the end of a year, the goal was to have the Iraqis vote on who had ruled best during 

his/her short period of time as acting president. Instead, it took a full year, in addition to 

the year of rotating IGC members, to prepare for Iraq’s first “free and fair” elections. An 

interim government ruled during the year after the IGC members served as president for 

one month each. Naturally, the IGC members during their month as president and 

throughout campaigning for two years claimed they would each improve and extend the 

PDS to gain the Iraqi public’s support.28 

                                                 
27 Ecology of Food and Nutrition, 188. 
28 Charles Tripp, A History of Iraq (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007). 
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At the same time that the CPA organized the IGC, it also ordered the de-

Ba’athification of Iraqi society. This meant that the CPA fired all the Ba’athist party 

members in the Army and with civil service positions in Iraq. The CPA did this to get rid 

of all the Hussein loyalists that might threaten a liberal democratic society. By firing any 

person who was publicly employed (this included teachers, doctors, ministry workers, 

and everyone in the Army, many of whom were not necessarily Hussein supporters, but 

who were employed by the government and thus labeled as a Ba’athist), the CPA 

dismantled the Iraqi Army and gravely disrupted civil society. Additionally, since 

everyone who could be convicted as a Ba’athist was Sunni, Iraq abruptly experienced an 

upset unemployed Sunni population. This is marked the beginning of sectarian violence. 

The change in government, introduction of a controversial constitution, dramatic 

shift in social dynamics, and sectarian violence dragged Iraq to its all-time low 

concerning safety, employment, and food security. This period between 2003 and 2006 

was filled with a mass exodus of fleeing Iraqis, death tolls reaching tens of thousands, 

and an increase in people experiencing food insecurity. WFP monitors of the PDS 

claimed that the “food and flour agents” (FFAs) only delivered 60 percent of the PDS 

rations in 2006 due to insecurity, corruption, and general inefficiencies. This decrease in 

rations meant that people had to purchase the remaining 40 percent of their daily calorie 

requirement on the free market or survive on a diet of fewer calories than recommended 

for human health.  

GDP per capita is a weak indicator for measuring development or standard of 

living, but significant changes in a country’s GDP per capita can point to issues that need 

further investigation. According to the WB “Poverty Indicators,” Iraq’s GDP per capita 

(in current USD) was US$3,375 in 1980; it dropped by more than half by 2006 when it 
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became only US$1,665. Of every country in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) 

region, Iraq was the only country to experience GDP decline from 1980 to 2006.29  

Table 2: GDP per Capita in MENA Countries 1980-200630 

 

Political Environment and Food Insecurity: 2007-2009 

The period of 2007-2009 in Iraq had a dismal beginning, but ended with more 

stable conditions. A description of the year 2007 can be boiled down to civil war, the 

U.S. surge, and then “relative stability.” The U.S. Army takes credit for the relative 

stability after the surge, but critics argue that any stability in 2008 and 2009 is due to the 

Iraqi community leaders expelling foreign Al-Qaeda members from Iraq and the wind 

down of the civil war in 2007 and 2008. 

Where the PDS rations dropped to providing only 60 percent of the calorie 

requirements in 2006, by 2007 they dropped to 51 percent. According to a WFP 

                                                 
29 The International Bank for Reconstruction and Development. Confronting Poverty in Iraq: Main 

Findings. (Washington, DC: The World Bank, 2011) 17. 
30 Source: The International Bank for Reconstruction and Development. Confronting Poverty in Iraq: Main 

Findings. (Washington, DC: The World Bank, 2011) 18. 
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observation from June to October of 2007, more than half of the time people did not 

receive rice, vegetable oil, and soap. Additionally, three-fourths of people surveyed 

claimed that the tea’s quality was bad. 

The economy improved slightly and security improved significantly, but because 

of the worst drought Iraq had experienced in 10 years, 2009 saw many Iraqis continue to 

be food insecure. Local wheat production declined from almost 2.5 million tons in 2007-

2008 to less than 1.5 million tons in 2009. 

Political Environment and Food Insecurity: 2010-2012 

The officials elected in the 2010 parliamentary elections in Iraq spent almost a 

year forming a government. December 2011 marked the end of U.S. combat presence in 

Iraq, consistent with the requirements signed by the U.S. and Iraq in the Status of Forces 

Agreement (SOFA).  

Almost a quarter of Iraq’s population, approximately 6.9 million of Iraq’s 29.6 

million, are classified as poor. This poor population is split in half evenly between rural 

and urban areas. Only 22.9 percent of the urban population is poor while in rural areas, 

the percentage is much higher, at 39.3 percent.31 Therefore, even though the number of 

poor people in the urban and rural areas is approximately the same, a much higher 

percentage of the rural people are poor compared to their urban counterparts. Though 

Iraq’s overall poverty gap index is extremely low, at 4.5 percent, the difference between 

rural and urban is significant: the urban population’s poverty gap index is only 2.7 while 

the rural population is three times higher, at 9 percent.32 

                                                 
31 The International Bank for Reconstruction and Development. Confronting, 15. 
32 Ibid. 
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Thirty-one percent of Iraq’s population would be food insecure if it could not 

receive the PDS rations.33 The population that is food insecure with the PDS rations and 

the population that would become food insecure without the PDS rations are the two 

poorest and most vulnerable populations in Iraq. Any change in the PDS could negatively 

affect these two delicate populations. However, a carefully planned reform of the PDS 

and agriculture sector could positively help these populations. 

PUBLIC DISTRIBUTION SYSTEM  

Iraq’s current PDS (established in 2003 after OFFP finished and the Iraq War 

started) resembles Hussein’s 1991 PDS from the government administrative and 

management side, but the current PDS resembles the OFFP in terms of recipient benefits. 

Like the 1991 PDS, the GOI’s MoT pays for and manages the system by awarding 

private sector businesses contracts for processing and storage; but like the OFFP, 

recipients continue to receive a basket of goods with an average of 85 percent of the 

minimum average calorie requirement (double the size of the 1991 PDS) because the 

sanctions were lifted in 2003. 

Iraq’s PDS is the world’s largest public food distribution program, and Iraq’s 

largest governmental program. The PDS is accessible to every resident of Iraq, foreign 

and Iraqi, rich and poor. Iraq became a net importer of food in the early 1970s and 

currently imports about 70 percent of its food supply. To meet the wheat demand in Iraq, 

domestic wheat production averages 1 million tons per year while 3 million tons are 

imported.  

Since 95 percent of the population participates in the PDS, the system affects 

individuals differently. For example, the PDS increases the purchasing power of an 

                                                 
33 United Nations World Food Programme, Comprehensive, 5. 
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average Iraqi by about a third, but a poor agricultural laborer by as much as 50 percent. 

WFP estimates that the latter group makes up 25 percent of Iraq’s population and these 

poor agricultural laborers would quickly sink into poverty without the PDS. An 

additional 35 percent of the Iraqi population are “partly dependent” on the PDS but 

would be food insecure without it.34 

According to World Bank and World Food Programme reports, the reason the 

overall number of extremely poor people in Iraq is low is due to the success of the PDS. 

Reports claim that the number of extremely poor people in Iraq would be significantly 

higher without the PDS to sustain people’s health and raise their purchasing power.35 The 

system has saved countless lives, but it also encourages corruption and stagnates local 

market growth. 

PDS Process  

In broad terms, the PDS has two major functions: coordinating the food process 

and coordinating the people in need of the PDS benefits. Iraq’s MoT imports food to 

meet the PDS requirements and additional Iraqi demand. Private companies process, 

store, and transfer food. Once the food is transported to each of the districts, the FFAs 

collect the food from the distribution centers and deliver it to the households or local 

grocery stores for residents to pick up. The PDS employs approximately 45,000 FFAs, 

and of these 6,000 deal only with wheat flour distributions thus showing how vital wheat 

flour is compared to the other ten items in the PDS basket.36 

People in Iraq pay 250 Iraqi Dinar (ID), or US$0.21 a month to receive a basket 

of ten products: wheat flour, rice, sugar, tea, vegetable oil, dried beans, salt, powdered 

                                                 
34 United Nations World Food Programme, Comprehensive. 
35 Ibid. 
36 Ibid. 
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milk, soap, and detergent. For children under a year old, the family receives an additional 

portion of infant formula, cereal, soap and detergent resulting in eleven items. The basket 

for which they pay 250 ID is worth approximately 18,000 ID (US$15.44) if resold at 

market value.  

Iraq has a total of 644 Ration Registration Centers (Center); people register at a 

Center in their district. This Center distributes Ration Cards for each family and keeps 

their application on file in the Data Bank. The Ration Cards are on A3 sized paper, 16.5 x 

11.7 inches, and on the right includes the Ration Card number, district number, name of 

the household head, and household size. To the left are 132 small detachable coupons, 11 

coupons representing the 11 items of the basket for each month of the year (11x12 = 

132). The family gives the FFA, or local grocer, from the Ration Center one coupon in 

exchange for the delivery of the represented item. The FFA, or local grocer, returns to the 

Ration Center with the coupons, proving delivery of the goods.37 

Each family has a specific day of the month when it should receive the allocated 

distribution, corresponding with location. Local TV channels broadcast if the system has 

delays or needs to reschedule distribution dates.38 

The family’s Ration Card expires after one year and is immediately invalid if the 

family has any change of status. To change the family status or renew the Ration Card, 

the head of the family must submit a new application and IDs of each family member by 

a November deadline. If the deadline passes, the family cannot receive its Ration Card 

until the next year. If the family meets the deadline, it can retrieve the renewed Ration 

Card at the Ration Center in its district in February.39 

                                                 
37 Ibid. 
38 Ibid. 
39 Ibid. 
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If the family moves to a new district, the head of the family must submit an 

application from the new Ration Center location. The new Ration Center notifies the 

prior Center. Only when the prior Center removes the family’s information can the new 

Center register then and distribute goods to the family. To not miss a month’s worth of 

goods, the family must submit the application to the new Center as quickly as possible so 

that the prior Center can remove the family before the 13th day of the month. Only upon 

removal of the prior Center can the new Center add the family’s information. If the 

family is added to the new Center’s database by the 25th day of the month, it will receive 

the basket for the application month.40 

PDS PROBLEMS 

Indeed the PDS has saved countless lives, but it has also cost the Iraqi 

government and international community billions of dollars. If the PDS were more 

efficient, then more resources could be dedicated to other sectors in Iraq, contributing to 

an overall higher standard of living. Instead, without reform the PDS contributes to 

corrupt systems of trading and a continued dependence on an unsustainable public 

program. No other safety net could fulfill the goal of feeding all Iraqis if the PDS were 

eliminated, thus a careful analysis of the PDS shortcomings should precede reform 

recommendations. 

Inefficiencies 

In some oil-rich countries, the idea of a rentier state41 is problematic because 

citizens receive the benefits of oil revenues and do not need to invest in a career. In a 

war-torn country like Iraq the situation is exponentially more complex because even if 

                                                 
40 Ibid. 
41 Rentier states are like Saudi Arabia or the UAE where the governments use high oil revenues to fund 

generous services for their citizens. 
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Iraqis wanted a job, there are none. In Iraq, the absence of infrastructure – a product of 

the 1991 Gulf War and 2003 Iraq War – makes people dependent on the government’s oil 

revenue. Since the PDS is available to all households, not just the food insecure, “after 15 

years of receiving rations, many better-off Iraqis see the system as a general entitlement 

and a mechanism to transfer natural resource revenue directly to citizens.”42 The PDS 

perpetuates Iraqis’ dependency on their government and does not contribute to an effort 

to wean them from the food rations by supporting improved employment in Iraq. 

The PDS process includes importing, processing, storing, transporting, and 

distributing goods. No step in the PDS process is significantly worse than another, but 

each step contributes to an overall inefficient system. Despite efforts by WFP, GOI, and 

MoT officials, “accounting, communication, and tracking systems for the PDS are 

rudimentary. Mistakes in the system are common: contracts, duplicate payments, 

appropriate quantities of goods, deliveries made to the incorrect place. Result is that the 

system is highly vulnerable to waste, theft, and corruption.”43 Waste, theft, and 

corruption strengthen the insurgency and weaken the GOI. 

Finally, in the areas that are contracted to the Iraqi private sector and SOE, “non-

competitive procurement reduces competition and the efficiency it can bring. In those 

areas of the PDS that are implemented by SOE (and in the markets that compete with 

ration products), the Iraqi private sector is crowded out and has not had the experience 

necessary to build its capacity.” The PDS imports inject food into the Iraqi market 

causing Iraq to have artificially low food prices and a crowding out44 problem.45 

                                                 
42 Abdulhaj, interview. 
43 USAID. Iraq Public Distribution System FAQ Sheet, 6 Oct. 2006.  
44 “Crowding out” means that a new product entering the market at a lower price makes the original 

product undesirable.  
45 USAID, Iraq. 
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Critics of the PDS claim that the food basket was originally “meant to be a 

minimal support that the Iraqi State was providing its citizens to mitigate the economic 

and social impact of the embargo, but has become in a few years a mechanism to channel 

public funds towards influential business groups connected to public figures.”46 

These inefficiencies cause the PDS to pay US$6.30 to transfer US$1 worth of 

food to a person in Iraq. The GOI dedicates 21 percent of its revenue to pay for the PDS, 

and if oil prices fell to 2002 levels, then the percent would rise to approximately 30 

percent of government revenue. Iraq’s 2005 budget allocated more than US$4 billion to 

the PDS, equivalent to $150 per capita annually. 47 The PDS is the largest social program 

in Iraq in terms of budget. 

The opportunity costs of the PDS are extremely high, but basic needs, such as 

food, take precedent over other sectors. The World Bank claims “the same quantity of 

resources currently spent on PDS could alternatively be used to double operating 

expenditures on both education and health.”48 In following sections recommending PDS 

reforms, the opportunity costs will be an important topic.  

Corruption in Structure of the PDS 

The two main food items in the PDS basket are rice and wheat, and these two 

items are handled by different parts of the Iraqi economy. Iraq’s State-Owned-Enterprises 

(SOE) are responsible for processing the rice and coordinating the warehouses to store all 

of the PDS food goods. Private sector companies are responsible for processing the wheat 

and are responsible for transportation and retailing activities of all goods. The decision to 

delegate these duties to the SOEs and private sector attempted to make the system more 

                                                 
46 USAID, Iraq. 
47 Ibid.  
48 Ibid. 
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efficient. Instead, SOEs and public sector companies associated with influential people 

won the government contracts, but reports claim they bribed the MoT for these contracts 

and therefore are accused of corruption charges.49 The PDS is inherently corrupt in its 

structure. 

In effort to not underestimate the number of people in need of the PDS, to account 

for theft, and to acknowledge the absence of accurate demographic information, the Iraqi 

MoT imports larger food quantities than the PDS necessarily needs. However, according 

to WFP reports, many families do not receive their full food basket. Since Iraq 

experienced a mass migration phenomenon it is impossible to account for the annual 

demographic growth, though it is estimated to be at 2.8 – 3 percent.50 

It is not clear where the extra food goes or why households receive partial baskets 

of food goods, but common assumptions are that some food gets spoiled in processing, 

storage or transportation. Also, “food is exchanged, and beneficiaries receive poorer 

quality food and lower quantities than they are entitled to get. The replacement items are 

resold outside of the country by a well organized network of smugglers, who very often 

are associated with the insurgency.”51 

  

                                                 
49 Ibid. 
50 Ibid.  
51 Ibid. 
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Chapter Three: Vulnerable Iraqi Populations 

IRAQ’S MOST VULNERABLE TO FOOD INSECURITIES 

As mentioned in chapters one and two, the PDS was created to save the most food 

vulnerable populations from starvation and to improve the situation for the food insecure 

populations in Iraq. To analyze the affect of the PDS on Iraq, one must understand the 

plight of Iraq’s poorest and most vulnerable. Specifically, this program affects people in 

Iraq without an address such as War Widows without permanent homes and Internally 

Displaced Persons (IDPs). Additionally, the PDS is harmful to Iraqi farmers who have 

lost their market due to no one in Iraq needing to purchase wheat because they receive 

wheat rations from the PDS. 

War Widows 

“War Widow” refers to a woman whose husband was killed in violence during the 

1980 Iraq-Iran War, 1990 Gulf War, or the 2003 Iraq War. Calculations for exact 

numbers of War Widows in Iraq are unreliable, but estimates range from 900,000 to over 

two million.52 Part of the reason for this large gap in estimates is the unreliable number of 

people killed in these wars. For example, the Iraq Body Count (IBC) is a British NGO 

that is commonly cited, and documents that between 105,000 and 115,000 Iraqi civilians 

have been killed in violence since the U.S. invasion in 2003.53 This organization only 

counts Iraqi deaths reported in English language newspapers.54 This methodology of 

using only English language media underestimates the number of Iraqi citizens killed 

because people are often never identified. According to Baghdad Burning, Iraq’s major 

roads are lined with make shift graves built by sympathetic neighbors. The anonymous 

                                                 
52 Iraq: The Human Cost, Accessed 12 March 2012, http://web.mit.edu/humancostiraq/.  
53 Iraq Body Count, Accessed 12 March 2012, http://www.iraqbodycount.org/. 
54 Iraq Body Count Methods, Accessed 12 March 2012, http://www.iraqbodycount.org/about/methods/2. 

http://web.mit.edu/humancostiraq/
http://www.iraqbodycount.org/
http://www.iraqbodycount.org/about/methods/2
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author explained, “Some of the graves had little cardboard placards stuck carefully under 

a pile of stones to help family members: adult male, adult female, 2 children in black 

Mercedes. Adult male, small boy in a white pick-up.”55  

Estimations of the number of Iraqi civilians killed in the past nine years are 

unreliable. Therefore, further identifying how many of the men killed had a surviving 

wife is even more complicated. Instead of trying to get information from the dead men’s 

side of the equation, some researchers start counting war widows from the number of 

“female head of households” surveyed in the past few years. Even this approach will only 

capture the surveyed population, giving researchers an estimated percentage for all of 

Iraq.  

A final tactic uses the number of women who have registered with the 

government to receive benefits because their husbands were killed under the Directorate 

of Social Care for Women in the Ministry of Labor and Social Affairs.56 This program 

commenced in 2009, so very few women have made it through the tedious application 

process. Under Hussein, widows collected a monthly stipend and received land and a car. 

Additionally, the government paid members of the military who married widows. 

Hussein was toppled along with his widow services program in 2003, making the 2009 

program an attempt to fill the 6-year void for widows, but with little success.57 “Widows 

and their advocates say,” for example, “that to receive benefits they must either have 

                                                 
55 Riverbend, Baghdad Burning , Accessed 8 September 2011,  http://riverbendblog.blogspot.com. 
56 Hamza Hendawi, Iraq’s One Million War Widows See Little Help. MSNBC, 

http://www.msnbc.msn.com/id/38100776/ns/world_news-mideast_n_africa/t/iraqs-one-million-war-

widows-see-little-help/#.T2TsEcWvKSo. 
57 Aseel Kami, The Daily Struggle of Iraq’s Widows of War. http://www.reuters.com/article/2011/11/09/us-

iraq-widows-idUSTRE7A841T20111109. 

http://riverbendblog.blogspot.com/
http://www.msnbc.msn.com/id/38100776/ns/world_news-mideast_n_africa/t/iraqs-one-million-war-widows-see-little-help/#.T2TsEcWvKSo
http://www.msnbc.msn.com/id/38100776/ns/world_news-mideast_n_africa/t/iraqs-one-million-war-widows-see-little-help/#.T2TsEcWvKSo
http://www.reuters.com/article/2011/11/09/us-iraq-widows-idUSTRE7A841T20111109
http://www.reuters.com/article/2011/11/09/us-iraq-widows-idUSTRE7A841T20111109
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political connections or agree to temporary marriages58 with the powerful men who 

control the distribution of government funds.”59 The 86,000 registered women receive 

monthly stipends of approximately US$85, plus and US$13 for each child.60 

The current number of war widows is not nearly as important as their plight.  But 

attempting to conceptualize statistics can lead to a better understanding of how hard it can 

be to find and help them. The easiest war widows to identify are the ones who live in one 

of the two trailer parks set up by the government. Each trailer park has between 100 

and150 aluminum trailers for widows and their children. In a New York Times article, 

Timothy Williams describes one resident, Nacham Jaleel Kadim, lucky enough to be in 

the trailer park. 

Her twin sisters were killed trying to flee Falluja in 2004. Then her husband was 

killed by a car bomb in Baghdad just after she had become pregnant. When her 

own twins were 5 months old, one was killed by an explosive planted in a 

Baghdad market. Now, Nacham Jaleel Kadim, 23, lives with her remaining 

daughter in a trailer park for war widows and their families in one of the poorest 

parts of Iraq’s capital.61  

Iraq is described as “a society where widows are expected to stay invisible at 

home.”62 This makes finding a job to provide for her child very difficult. Many widows 

beg for food or money, search garbage mounds for perishable items, join insurgents for a 

reliable income, or become prostitutes. Whether the war widows are residing in the trailer 

parks, begging and living on the streets, and moving between extended families’ homes, 

                                                 
58 Temporary marriage is a practice in Shia Islam where a man and woman can be marriage for a set 

amount of time ranging from one hour to many years, depending on their contract. Many disrespect this 

practice because it is abused, and can allow prostitution.  
59 Timothy Williams, Iraq’s War Widows Face Dire Need with Little Aid. 

http://www.nytimes.com/2009/02/23/world/middleeast/23widows.html?pagewanted=all. 

60 Kami, Daily Struggle. 

61 Williams, Iraq’s War Widows. 

62 Al Jazeera, Witnesses: City of Widows, Accessed 14 March 2012, 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8yjufsjVAHA&feature=related.  

http://www.nytimes.com/2009/02/23/world/middleeast/23widows.html?pagewanted=all
http://www.reuters.com/article/2011/11/09/us-iraq-widows-idUSTRE7A841T20111109
http://www.nytimes.com/2009/02/23/world/middleeast/23widows.html?pagewanted=all
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8yjufsjVAHA&feature=related
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each has to provide for her children alone. Samira al-Mosawi was the chairwoman on the 

women’s affairs committee in Parliament and stresses the importance of vocational 

schools so that war widows can enter the work force.63 These vocational centers offer 

widows opportunities to learn sewing, computer, and hygiene skills so that they can find 

a job.64 

The government labels war widows residing in the trailer parks as IDPs. As 

mentioned in chapter two, IDPs have a difficult time accessing PDS rations. Since war 

widows and their children are some of the most vulnerable in Iraq, the PDS distributions 

are vital to their survival. Without a permanent address, a family cannot receive the PDS 

rations, making it impossible for the many homeless women and their children. For this 

reason, the PDS should include homeless families as eligible to receive rations, at no 

cost. Another woman suggests that the Iraqi government should set “aside a percentage of 

positions for qualified widows in any new private sector project; and create a body to 

offer funding for small projects undertaken by widows.”65 War widows are not the only 

vulnerable community in Iraq whose plight would improve with the better efficiency of 

the PDS and agricultural sector.  

Farmers 

Iraq used to export wheat; now it imports two thirds of its wheat to meet Iraq’s 

domestic demand. At less than 5 percent, the agriculture sector is the second largest 

contributor to Iraq’s GDP, after the oil sector.66 In efforts to diversify the Iraqi economy, 

studies should aim to answer these questions: why is Iraq’s agriculture sector lagging 

                                                 
63 1.5M Iraqi War Widows, http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_TaU2XotqRg. 
64 New Hope for Iraq’s War Widows, http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xscVG5sZRuk.  

65 Hendawi, Iraq’s One Million. 

66 The Iraq Partners Forum Presents to the Government of Iraq. The Iraq Briefing Book, December 2010. 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_TaU2XotqRg
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xscVG5sZRuk
http://www.msnbc.msn.com/id/38100776/ns/world_news-mideast_n_africa/t/iraqs-one-million-war-widows-see-little-help/#.T2TsEcWvKSo
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compared to its strong past? Can it have a comparative advantage in agriculture products 

after two decades of being ignored by the government? What could IOs and foreign 

governments do to support Iraqi agriculture? And, does food aid help farmers in the 

short-term but hurt farmers in the long-term? 

The Middle East has many deserts that are not farmable, but because of the 

nutrients of the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers, a crescent shaped area of lush fertile lands 

birthed ancient civilizations. This fruitful area is referred to as the Fertile Crescent or 

Cradle of Civilizations. Iraq makes up most of the eastern portion of the Fertile Crescent, 

equaling a little less than half of the entire area. Due to climate change, damming of the 

rivers, desertification, and drought, Iraq’s agriculture and water situation is on the 

decline.  

Figure 1: Fertile Crescent with Current Nation-State Boundaries67 

 

                                                 
67 Map of Iraq: http://earthobservatory.nasa.gov/Features/HarranPlains/ 

http://earthobservatory.nasa.gov/Features/HarranPlains/
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“Agriculture began in Iraq about ten thousand years ago. Seeds uncovered in the 

archeological remains of ancient farming villages show that wheat, barley, lentils, 

chickpeas, cucumbers, onions, dates, and many stone fruits68 were first cultivated in 

Iraq.”69 Iraq was famous for the wheat and aromatic rice it exported around the Middle 

East, but especially to the cultural food centers of Egypt and Lebanon.70 In the 1970s and 

80s, Hussein subsidized Iraqi farmers’ agricultural needs: seeds, fertilizers, pesticides, 

water, and electricity. Today, Iraqi farmers feel neglected by the current Iraqi 

administration and maintain that not only do they not receive governmental assistance, 

but they are still waiting for the government to pay them for last year’s harvest.71 Further, 

whereas before the Gulf War the agriculture sector employed 30 percent of Iraqis, now 

the government imports rice from California and India, apples from Washington, wheat 

from Australia, and vegetables from Arab neighbors instead of supporting Iraqi farmers 

to provide for the domestic demand.72 

Without a market to purchase Iraqi famers’ crops, farmers must make a living 

elsewhere. Many farmers have moved to the city to look for unskilled labor positions. 

When farmers cannot find jobs in the cities, they are often homeless and unemployed, 

desperate for government assistance.  

                                                 
68 Stone fruit refers to a fruit with a fleshy outside and a pit or seed in the middle such as plums, peaches, 

apricots, and almonds. 

69 Emma Piper-Burket, “Renewing Agriculture in Iraq” The Solutions Journal. Accessed 13 Feb. 2012, 

http://www.thesolutionsjournal.com/node/929. 

70 Mike Tharp, Once World’s Bread Basket, Iraq now a Farming Basket Case. Accessed 13 Feb 2012, 

http://www.mcclatchydc.com/2009/07/17/72051/once-worlds-bread-basket-iraq.html.  

71 Ibid.  

72 The Iraq Seed Project. Accessed 13 Feb 2012, http://iraqiseedproject.com/about/.  

http://www.thesolutionsjournal.com/node/929
http://www.mcclatchydc.com/2009/07/17/72051/once-worlds-bread-basket-iraq.html
http://www.mcclatchydc.com/2009/07/17/72051/once-worlds-bread-basket-iraq.html
http://iraqiseedproject.com/about/
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Unemployed 

Iraq’s unemployment rate is high compared to the rest of the world, at anywhere 

between 15 and 60 percent.73 Since the informal sector is a common avenue for income, 

Iraq lacks accurate census, and few pay taxes, it is difficult to find an exact un-

employment rate. To get a feeling on the ground for the employment situation, according 

to Gallup polls, 65 percent of Iraqis say “it is a bad time to find a job” compared to 41 

percent in 2010.74 Though the unemployment rate has decreased incrementally in the past 

five years, the problem of unstable employment and a weak private sector remains a 

significant burden for the people of Iraq.  

Many farmers have to sell their land to a private company or the government 

cannot provide for their families and have to move to urban areas to look for work. 

Similarly, unemployed women, especially war widows, depend on government social 

programs because the possibility of employment is significantly lower for these 

minorities.  

Internally Displaced Persons and Refugees 

The fact that refugees are returning is an overall positive sign indicating that Iraq 

is safer.75 These Iraqis return without capital, many times not able to settle in their 

previous house or neighborhood. The UNHCR helps them return to Iraq, but after three 

months this support expires. Some think that because the current Shi’ite government 

dislikes the returning refugees, this is why they have very few safety nets upon arrival to 

Iraq.  

  

                                                 
73 The World Factbook. Accessed 13 Feb 2012, https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-

factbook/geos/iz.html. 

74 Nicole Naurath, Economic Negativity Abounds in Iraq. Accessed Feb 13 2012, 

http://www.gallup.com/poll/149702/Economic-Negativity-Abounds-Iraq.aspx. 
75 It also may indicate that Syria is more dangerous. 

https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/iz.html
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/iz.html
http://www.gallup.com/poll/149702/Economic-Negativity-Abounds-Iraq.aspx
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Chapter Four: Food Aid or Food Sovereignty? 

In the long run, food aid for the PDS negatively affects Iraq’s most vulnerable 

populations and the Iraqi Agriculture sector. Since the U.S. is the WFP’s largest food 

donor for Iraq, if the U.S. altered its food aid practices, then this change would have a 

major impact on the Iraqi Agriculture sector.76 This chapter recognizes the donors’ good 

intentions, but explains how these projects hurt Iraqi farmers rather than help them, in the 

long run. The chapter concludes by recommending that donors focus on capacity building 

in the Iraqi Agriculture sector, which would promote a “food sovereign” Iraq that would 

no longer need food aid. This will create jobs for Iraqi farmers, build a stable Iraqi 

Agriculture sector to contribute to Iraq’s GDP, and lead to Iraqi rice and wheat exports in 

the future. If these reforms are implemented, Iraq will not need the Public Distribution 

System or food aid. 

Development for Bilateral Assistance: A Theoretical Framework 

When one country helps another country by one government giving aid, cash, or 

goods to the other government, it is called bilateral assistance. When many countries give 

aid, cash, or goods to an IO to then give to another country, it is called multilateral 

assistance. Since the USDA donates the American surplus to the WFP to then distribute 

to the MoT, this PDS is multilateral assistance. This paper focuses on a framework for 

multilateral assistance and outlines theories of common practices for a developed 

government aiding a developing country. Specifically, these theories focus on the United 

States’ goal of aiding Iraq with American wheat, instead of investing in a solution to end 

Iraqi food insecurity.  

                                                 
76 Abdulhaj, interview. 
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U.S. Food Aid to Iraq in Three Steps 

One can divide the bilateral process of ‘U.S. food aid to Iraq’ into three steps. 

First, U.S. farmers produce excess crops to sell to the USG. Second, the USDA gives the 

surplus to the donor IO such as the WFP to transport and organize (If the second step is 

skipped, then the assistance is bilateral). Finally, the third step is when the WFP gives the 

food to the Iraqi MoT at little or no cost. The first tep secures the U.S. farmers with a 

market for their crops. The Second step gives the USG a humanitarian façade when they 

get rid of surplus crops. The last step means that in the short-term Iraqis are food secure, 

but the long-term outlook is grave: with food provided to Iraqis, the Iraqi farmers have no 

market to sell their crops. Without a market, Iraqi farmers have no incentive to farm. The 

PDS has been operating in Iraq for over two decades, meaning that U.S. farmers’ surplus 

contributed (in addition to years of war, sanctions, absence of government support, and 

drought) to the deterioration of Iraqi farmers’ livelihood. 

STEP ONE: U.S. GOVERNMENT AND FARMER PERSPECTIVE 

To commence the three-step process, U.S. government and farmers produce and 

store more food than the domestic and international demand. The surplus is then given as 

charity or aid to IOs or a receiving government. This section dissects the reasons for a 

sustained effort to produce more than needed and a preference to continue this practice 

rather than shifting focus toward helping Iraqi farmers. 

Why U.S. Farmers Produce a Surplus: Farm Bill  

People around the world have debated the U.S. farm bill since the 1940s. In the 

Food Security Act of 1985, Congress authorized “the sale of U.S. food aid commodities 
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in developing countries to fund development.”77 Since then, researchers and practitioners 

have discovered that food aid cannot positively affect long-term development; rather, it 

only aids in short-term food shortage emergency situations. Regardless, this Food 

Security Act is still referred to every five years when the U.S. Congress assesses the U.S. 

farm bill. The U.S. farm bill addresses the relationship between the U.S. government, 

U.S. farmers, USDA, and foreign exports/aid. Specifically, and most controversially, it 

outlines the subsidies for U.S. farmers: the USG gives farmers a certain amount of money 

per acre of land, in exchange for the farmer purchasing farm insurance. The U.S. farm 

bill protects U.S. farmers from lack of market for their crops with the insurance.78 This 

bill also assures American farmers that the USG will purchase a generous amount of 

produce from them, despite the fluctuation in market price.79 This means that American 

farmers are confident that however much they produce, it will be bought by the USG, 

even when it exceeds the demand in the U.S. and internationally. Therefore, if the season 

is plentiful, the USG has a surplus of crops it bought to support U.S. farmers. The USDA 

gives this surplus as aid to other countries. In theory, this decision supports both the U.S. 

farmers and hungry people around the world. 

But unfortunately, the situation is not that simple. It is the subsidies for U.S. 

farmers that encourage the large surplus amounts. Since farmers are guaranteed money 

for each acre of land they own, they have incentive to purchase as much land as possible. 

According to one farmer, “no farmer wants to have land without farming it to make a 

greater profit.”80 If the U.S. has surplus crops after the domestic and international 

                                                 
77 United States Government Accountability Office Report to Congressional Requesters. International 

Food Assistance: Funding Development Projects Through the Purchase, Shipment, and Sale of U.S. 

Commodities Is Inefficient and Can Cause Adverse Market Impacts. June 2011. 
78 Farmer Martin Tibbets, personal interview, 12 April 2012. 
79 It pays some farmers to abstain from farming, because they don’t have a need for more crops. 
80 Farmer Martin Tibbets, interview. 
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demands have been met, the USDA gives the surplus away to other countries to avoid 

storing spoiled produce. Critics label this donation as “dumping” of surplus crops on 

other countries because it floods the local market with cheap or free food. If people can 

get free food, then they will not purchase food from local farmers, thus taking away from 

opportunities for local farmers to see their crops. This is how U.S. good dumping/aiding 

hurts local farmers. 

In preparation for the 2005 WTO negotiations, a United Nations Human 

Development Report published, “The basic problem to be addressed in the World Trade 

Organisation negotiations on agriculture can be summarised in three words: rich country 

subsidies.” Countries pledged to cut subsidies to their home-country farmers, but these 

subsidies have steadily grown since 2001.81 Until the subsidies are reformed or 

developing nations can refuse food aid donations, developing countries’ farmers will bear 

the consequences of the U.S. farm bill. 

STEP TWO: DONOR’S DEVELOPMENT EFFORTS  

Many NGOs, IOs, and governments spend money, time, and effort to help Iraq 

become more stable by trying to improve Iraq’s food security. Many projects spring from 

good intentions, but are counterproductive in the long run because of communication and 

implementation flaws. The United Nation’s World Food Programme is an IO and a major 

player in the PDS. After almost a decade, this program perpetuates a desperate situation 

for Iraqi farmers.  

Long-term food aid hurting developing countries’ agriculture sector is not new 

information. Already, some IOs and governments have adjusted and shifted away from 

food aid to supporting local agriculture and ‘food sovereignty.’ The U.S. and WFP should 

                                                 
81 United Nations Human Development Report. International Cooperation at a Crossroads: Aid, Trade, 

and Security in an Unequal World” 2005. 
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follow the successful examples of these food sovereignty efforts. Food sovereignty is 

defined by critics of U.S. food aid (and dumping) as a country’s independence from 

foreign countries’ food aid, and self sufficiency for basic nutrition necessities.82 The U.S. 

has not made the shift to promoting food sovereignty in recipient countries for a number 

of reasons. 

When donor organizations and countries continue old programs that are no longer 

useful to the recipient, there is a communication flaw between the donor and the 

recipient. This communication flaw could be a misunderstanding about what the recipient 

needs, or/and it could be that there is political benefit for people in power as long as the 

program continues. Donors and IOs should communicate with the affected recipients to 

determine project adjustments. If the food situation on the ground is stagnant, program 

reforms should transition from a long-term emergency aid program into a smaller food 

distribution system that supports local farmers.  Another example of a communication 

flaw is evident in a statement to the House Committee on Agriculture about the PDS: 

“We would have been better off if we engaged in public discussion with people who 

knew [what was going on] rather than making decisions in the green zone without 

experience and going step by step rather than by fiat and wide sweep.”83 

Poor communication between the donor and the recipient leads to implementation 

flaws. For example, the PDS continues to struggle with these major issues: theft of 

rations before reaching the recipients; inaccessibility to IDPs; delayed ration delivery 

times; delays in ration delivery times; and including even the richest of Iraqis who should 

be supporting and buying from local Iraqi farmers. Each of these issues could be 

                                                 
82 Frederic Mousseau, “Food AID or Food SOVEREIGNTY?” Oakland Institute. October 2005. 
83 Richard Garfield, interviewee in the Hearing before the Subcommittee on National Security, Emerging 

Threats, and International Relations of the Committee on Government Reform House of Representatives 

One Hundred Ninth Congress First Session, 21 June 2005. 221.  



 37 

addressed through reforming the implementation procedures in the program. Instead, the 

PDS continues business as usual because U.S. development strategies do not include 

enough capacity building and the MoT has no incentive to change the PDS. Currently, 

both U.S. and MoT benefit from the PDS: the U.S. disposes of its surplus crops in the 

name of humanitarian aid and the MoT has the majority of domestic support for 

distributing food to most Iraqis. A dramatic halt in the PDS rations would make the MoT 

and U.S. unpopular in Iraqi’s eyes. However, if the MoT and U.S. simultaneously 

developed the Iraqi agriculture market while reducing the PDS, Iraqis could experience 

job creation in the Iraqi agriculture sector and, in the long-term, Iraqi exports. 

Iraqi Ministry of Agriculture 

The Iraqi Ministry of Agriculture is similar to a donor because it strives to support 

vulnerable populations in the name of development gains. It is important to include the 

Iraqi Ministry of Agriculture and its shortcomings because of the role it plays in the Iraqi 

agriculture sector. In 2008, Maliki budgeted for a US$240 billion agriculture initiative to 

provide interest free loans, guarantee purchasing Iraqi crops, and invest in research and 

development. Despite these investments, the agriculture sector continues to be 

unreliable.84 The U.S. Foreign Agricultural Service uses satellite data to estimate crop 

yields because of the lack of confidence in local statistics. Iraq is the only country in 

which U.S. FAS cannot depend on the local Ministry of Agriculture for statistics.85 This 

exemplifies the complexity of U.S. efforts to invest in the Iraqi agriculture sector. 

                                                 
84 Iraqi Ministry of Agriculture website. Accessed March 2012, http://www.moagr.org/plan2009-2015.php. 

85 Tharp, Once. 

http://www.moagr.org/plan2009-2015.php
http://www.mcclatchydc.com/2009/07/17/72051/once-worlds-bread-basket-iraq.html
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STEP THREE: FOOD AID UNINTENDED CONSEQUENCES ON IRAQI FARMERS 

As chapter three described, over the past 20 years that the PDS has functioned and 

provided food rations for people in Iraq, Iraqi farmers have lost their market and had to 

sell their land, move to the cities, and take unskilled labor positions. This results in a 

break from the long lineage of Iraqi agricultural expertise. Newer generations of Iraqis 

are separated from ancient traditions that lead to the birth of agriculture and seed 

development. Without these farmers and their gift for cultivating the land that was once 

the Fertile Crescent and Cradle of Civilization, Iraq will continue to be dependent on 

food aid and food imports. 

Timing is also an issue, contributing to the unintended consequences to Iraqi 

Farmers. Iraq only receives food aid when it is convenient for the donor country; it 

receives significantly less when the prices are high – which is when Iraqis need more 

assistance. Food aid is supply-driven rather than demand-driven. “Historically, the 

availability of food aid is high when there have been good harvests and low prices. In 

contrast, food aid is low when prices are high, which critically compromises the 

compensating role of food aid in times of shortage.”86 The graph below depicts this 

international trend, which is also true in Iraq. 

                                                 
86 Hilton Zunckel. “Reforming the International Legal Regime for Food Aid.” Social Science Research 

Network. 
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Short-Term vs. Long-Term  

Evaluating whether the PDS is a positive or negative program for Iraqis depends 

on the difference between the long-term and the short-term. A food aid program in the 

short-term is called emergency food aid. But when the food aid continues year after year, 

it becomes long-term food aid, and this is the dangerous situation exemplified in the 

“unintended consequences.” It is never too late; the WFP and U.S. food donations to Iraq 

and other countries should commence a transition in bilateral assistance from food aid to 

food sovereignty by shifting efforts to support Iraqi farmers. 

The USDA’s primary mission in Iraq is economically driven, to create markets 

for US agricultural exports; Iraq is now one of the largest importers of US wheat, 

rice, and poultry, with sales that reached $1 billion in 2008. This policy work to 

build trade relations between Iraq and the United States can be at odds with 

American efforts on the ground, where Provisional Reconstruction Teams (PRTs) 

work[ed] to boost local agriculture to create jobs and stave off insurgents.87 

                                                 
87 Piper-Burket, The Solutions Journal. 
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Emergency or relief aid is better than long-term aid because “more aid goes 

directly to the relief organizations, rather than via governments who could divert its use. 

It also undermines local agriculture.”88 When more than just short-term food aid is 

needed, the donor should plan a short-term food aid program while also investing in 

capacity building programs. For example in Iraq: war, sanctions, drought, and corruption 

jeopardized more than just the food security. The problem is, a long-term food aid 

program will only perpetuate these problems instead of increasing food security. Food 

security can only be improved through building the capacity of the Iraqi agriculture 

sector by focusing on food sovereignty and decreasing Iraqi dependence on U.S. food aid. 

ALTERNATIVE TO FOOD AID: U.S. FEED THE FUTURE INITIATIVE 

According to the USDA FAS website, “Rebuilding Iraq’s agricultural 

infrastructure is now a major priority.”89 To support this statement, the Administration 

should slow food aid and extend the FTF initiative to Iraq. The FTF initiative is a 

“whole-of-government” approach that uses resources across the USG to build capacity of 

the agriculture sector in food insecure countries.90 Even though Iraqi is not one of the 20 

pilot countries receiving FTF attention, the initiative’s framework and goals indicate 

progress in U.S. assistance. The FTF initiative could support Iraqi farmers so they can 

meet the future Iraqi food demand and their dependence on food aid can be eliminated. 

The FTF initiative’s goal is to encourage: “inclusive agriculture-led growth [to] 

encompass improving agricultural productivity, expanding markets and trade, and 

increasing the economic resilience of vulnerable rural communities. FTF seeks to unleash 

                                                 
88 Anup Shah. “Food Aid” Global Issues. Accessed March 2012, www.Globalissues.org/article/748/food-

aid.  
89 United States Department of Agriculture. Rebuilding Agriculture and Food Security in Iraq. Accessed 

March 2012, www.fas.usda.gov/country/Iraq/development/Iraq.asp. 
90 Feed the Future website: www.feedthefuture.gov. 
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the proven potential of small-scale agricultural producers to deliver results on a large 

scale.”91 The focus on production is a key shift in U.S. assistance. On the FTF 

government website, it states that “recent studies suggest that every 1 percent increase in 

agricultural income per capita reduces the number of people living in extreme poverty by 

between 0.6 and 1.8 percent.”92 FTF emphasizes increasing agriculture capacity with the 

goal of increasing production and therefore lowering poverty. 

The Obama Administration is increasing the FTF support each year, as a new 

creative approach to food sovereignty. According to a CRS report, “For FY2010, the 

Administration allocated about US$1.3 billion to Feed the Future (FTF), which included 

US$1.17 billion for bilateral agricultural development programming”… “The 2012 FY 

requested US$1.56 billion for the FTF initiative.”93 Currently, only African, Central 

American, and Eastern Asian countries are receiving FTF assistance, but estimates 

indicate that the program will include more countries after the initial pilot testing is 

complete. For the initiative to extend into the Middle East, FTF will have to adapt to a 

new physical, political, and cultural climate. 

The FTF initiative is in its nascent stages and has not been functioning for a long 

enough period of time for critiques and extensive analysis. Before this is accomplished, it 

should not be extended into Iraq. After the program has developed, had a few years to 

gain more private sector investments, and adapted to other regions, then it should include 

Iraq and the greater Middle East in the program. In the meantime, the WFP should use 

the FTF as a model of how better to promote food sovereignty. 

                                                 
91 Ibid. 
92 Ibid. 
93 Melissa D. Ho and Charles E. Hanrahan. CRS report “U.S. Global Food Security Funding, FY2010-

FY2012” Accessed April 28, 2011. 
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CONCLUSION 

This paper focuses particularly on the U.S. instead of European or Japanese food 

aid because “the key food aid actors, WFP and the major U.S.-based NGOs are clearly 

under U.S. influence.”94 Therefore, by addressing U.S. food aid flaws and recommending 

reform, American change could affect a significant portion of the global food aid 

industry.  

Fortunately, the U.S. has some successful examples of when bilateral and 

multilateral assistance uses strong communication and implementation practices, for 

example, the Obama Administration’s Feed the Future (FTF) initiative. This initiative 

should be adapted for an Iraqi setting and implemented to best assist Iraqi farmers and the 

Iraq Agriculture sector. Implementation and communication reforms with the Iraqi PDS 

in combination with reformed U.S. food aid practices can result in a food sovereign Iraq. 

 

  

  

                                                 
94 Mousseau, Food AID. 
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Chapter Five: Recommendations 

Saddam Hussein created the PDS in 1991 to feed the people of Iraq when 

affordable food goods were not accessible. In the past two decades Iraq’s economy and 

food security has fluctuated. Without the current PDS, affordable food goods are not 

accessible. Until the food security in Iraq stabilizes, researchers and IOs will continue to 

debate best practices for promoting food aid to Iraq. This paper builds on literature about 

food aid to Iraq by offering a twentieth Century background with extensive historical 

context, analysis of vulnerable populations in Iraq, and offering an alternative goal to 

food aid: food sovereignty.  

PHASE I: WHO DESERVES PDS RATIONS? 

Since the PDS is not means tested, the PDS goods should be phased out for the 

wealthiest Iraqis. Instead of trying to identify the poorest people who need the rations, 

WFP and MoT should slowly eliminate the rich Iraqis and foreigners from the program 

who do not need the food rations. The wealthy Iraqis and foreigners will need to buy food 

stuffs, which will create a domestic market; this market will allow Iraqi farmers to farm 

and sell their crops. With a portion of the clientele absent from PDS recipients, WFP and 

MoT can use the extra resources for improving the PDS for the Iraqis who depend on it. 

The PDS should also be extended to IDP and people without permanent addresses, such 

as the War Widows and homeless. These most vulnerable populations should be exempt 

from the cost of the monthly stipends, and should be able to pick up their rations from the 

Center. 

PHASE II: FEWER ITEMS, BUT MORE DEPENDABLE DELIVERY 

Since the most food vulnerable Iraqis still do not receive the PDS goods on a 

consistent basis, WFP and MoT should improve the distribution and quality of the most 
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essential goods. WFP and MoT should decrease the number of goods in the PDS basket 

from eleven to five. With fewer items to account for, the WFP and MoT can improve the 

efficiency of the distribution system. As a result, the families who need the assistance can 

rely on the goods and focus their energies on creating a more stable economic situation. 

This also opens the market for the six items not being provided. Since the system rarely 

delivered all eleven items, recipients are used to not expecting a full basket every month. 

For the first year this smaller basket is offered, monetary compensation should substitute 

for the six goods until the local market can provide them at a lower price.  

PHASE III: FOCUS ON THE IRAQI FARMER 

After the first two phases are accomplished, the GOI, USDA, WFP, and IOs 

should shift their attention to improving the Iraqi agriculture sector. If IOs follow the FTF 

model, then they will create better economic opportunities for the Iraqi farmers. 

Specifically, Iraqi farmers could receive Iraqi government assistance and incentive to 

produce more crops. If the PDS used Iraqi produce instead of imports, then Iraqi farmers 

would have a market. 

BARRIER TO THESE RECOMMENDATIONS 

The above three recommendations are familiar to the PDS reform debate between 

the USG, WFP, and MoT. They have not been implemented in the last two decades due 

to political reasons that keep the people in power benefiting from the current PDS 

structure and process. For example, the USG benefits by getting rid of surplus crops and 

looking generous to Iraqis and the international community by donating large amounts of 

food.  It is in the USG’s interest to continue the PDS because this is a consistent route for 

disposing of excess food before it spoils in storage in America. 



 45 

The WFP has little leverage against either the USG or MoT because it is an 

intermediary that simply transports donations from the USG to the MoT. Without food 

donations from donor countries such as the U.S., the WFP has nothing to donate. 

Similarly, if the Iraqi government refused USDA/WFP food donations, the WFP would 

also not be able to advocate for either side. 

The MoT is benefiting the most from current PDS practices because behind the 

closed doors private companies pay the ministry to keep the contracts for logistics. In the 

public eye, the PDS portrays the MoT as feeding all Iraqis, and keeping Iraqis from 

starvation; these facades win short-term domestic support.  

WHEN IRAQI POLITY COULD ACCEPT RECOMMENDATIONS 

Power dynamics in the PDS will have to change before the MoT would accept 

PDS reforms. If the WFP limited the amount of U.S. food aid it transported to Iraq, or 

forced donor countries to match food donations with agriculture sector support, then the 

Iraqi government would have to come up with a way to make up the difference and feed 

the people in Iraq. Similarly, if the USDA shifted to supporting the Iraqi agriculture 

sector more and donating food less, then the MoT would have to accept reforms of the 

PDS.  

Only when political benefits to the MoT and the Iraqi government are larger than 

the burden of the current stunted agriculture sector will they accept less food donations 

and PDS reforms. Therefore, to convince the GOI to consider these recommendations, 

the process should have incentive for the Iraqi political benefits. If the USDA and GOI 

agree to include the FTF initiative in Iraq in the next five years, it will create jobs and 

raise GDP. Since agriculture is the second highest contributor of Iraq’s GDP, 
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diversification of Iraq’s income is incentive for the Iraqi government to invest in the 

agriculture sector.  

Some scholars in rentier countries argue that since oil revenue makes up 

approximately 90 percent of Iraq’s GDP, that Iraq can become like Saudi Arabia or the 

UAE and pay for citizens’ needs throughout their lives. Oil revenue n Iraq is expected to 

continue to rise, but since the PDS is not accessible to all people in Iraq, the government 

cannot be trusted to reach every person equally, even if it had enough money to sustain 

the PDS into the distant future.  

Emergency relief aid is a lifesaving good, but this study calls for a revaluation of 

Iraq’s PDS and long-term food aid in general for these reasons: the PDS has a vital role 

in helping sustain the most vulnerable Iraqis; costs the WFP and GOI an exorbitant 

amount; distorts the Iraqi economy by depressing the agriculture sector; perpetuates a 

corrupt government; serves elites’ interests by feeding even rich Iraqis and foreigner who 

do not need the food rations; and continues inefficient contracts with private sector 

companies in charge of logistics. 
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Appendices 

APPENDIX A: LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS 

Center – Ration Registration Center 

CPA – Coalition Provisional Authority 

FAO – Food and Agriculture Organization 

FFA – Food and Flour Agents 

FTF – Feed the Future Initiative 

GOI – Government of Iraq 

IBC – Iraq Body Count  

ID – Iraqi Dinar 

IGC – Interim Governing Council 

IO – International Organization 

MENA – Middle East and North Africa 

MoT – Ministry of Trade (Iraq) 

OFFP – Oil-For-Food-Programme 

PDS – Public Distribution System 

PRT – Provisional Reconstruction Team 

SOE – State-Owned-Enterprises 

SOFA – Status of Forces Agreement 

UN – United Nations 

USG – United States Government 

WFP – United Nations World Food Programme 
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APPENDIX B: MAPS 

Figure 1: Fertile Crescent with Current Nation-State Boundaries95 
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Figure 2: Map of Iraq96 
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