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GUATEMALA Food Security Outlook February to September 2019 

Poor households in the Dry Corridor engage in coping strategies to reduce consumption gaps 

KEY MESSAGES 

• The high seasonal demand for agricultural workers has 
significantly improved the poorest households’ access to food. 
Households that suffered crop losses and that will have to rely 
on market purchases for longer than usual will resort to coping 
strategies to cover their consumption gap, leading to Crisis (IPC, 
Phase 3) outcomes.  

• During the lean season, malnutrition levels typically increase. 
This situation could be exacerbated this year, due to the difficult 
food security situation of families in recent months, who have 
little to no basic grains from their own harvests and are rapidly 
depleting the income from daily wages saved from previous 
months and are changing their basic diets. 

• Low coffee prices on the international market have deteriorated 
the situation of small and medium-sized farmers who 
significantly invested in their plantations to control leaf rust. 
Income from grain sales has left them unable to recover these 
investments, which is putting the proper management of crops 
for the next production season at risk.  

• The climatic conditions originated by El Niño conditions – which have been categorized as “weak” – could cause 
irregularities in the first rainy season, including above-average temperatures, which could negatively impact the 
upcoming production cycle expected to start between March and May, provided that sufficient rainfall is accumulated 
to start planting. 

SEASONAL CALENDAR FOR A TYPICAL YEAR 

  
Source: FEWS NET 

Current food security outcomes, February 2019 
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NATIONAL OVERVIEW  

Current situation 

Due to a prolonged dry spell, subsistence households in 
Guatemala’s eastern and western Dry Corridor suffered significant 
impact for their 2018 Primera production. More than half of maize 
and bean crops that household’s had planned for their 
consumption needs were lost, leading them to depend on market 
purchases months earlier than usual, which has prompted a 
premature start to the lean season. Households in the western 
highlands lost harvests of their only production cycle of the year.  
Western subsistence households are typically able to carry out a 
second cycle of basic grain production. However, their harvests 
yielded average results, as resources aimed at securing the next 
planting process were used to purchase basic food in order to 
mitigate the impact of Primera losses.  

Poor households have maintained their minimum stocks of basic 
grains throughout the year, depending on market purchases to 
cover their basic food needs. In the months leading up to the 
Primera harvest, populations in the Dry Corridor reported that 
they had reduced the quantity and variety of their daily food 
consumption, and adopted coping strategies to cover their 
consumption shortfall, such as using loans and savings or selling 
more livestock.  

However, thanks to the high demand for agricultural labor, such as 
coffee, sugar cane, cardamom, fruit and vegetable harvesting, 
households have managed to increase their income, reduce their 
use of coping strategies and temporarily improve their food 
purchasing power.  

Basic grain prices have remained near average. The increase in the 
supply of maize and beans from the Northern Transversal Strip and 
southern Petén on the markets will lead to slightly decreased 
seasonal prices until March/April.  

The high seasonal demand for labor is peaking, with coffee and 
sugar cane harvests coming to an end and labor demands decreasing for other products, such as tobacco and melons. Low 
coffee prices on the international market have particularly affected small and medium-sized farmers and could impact their 
investment capacity for the next production season.  

According to the Ministry of Agriculture, Livestock and Food (MAGA), in response to the prolonged dry spell, it delivered two 
redeemable food coupons worth GTQ 250.00 each to approximately 300,000 families. At present, there has been no other 
government assistance in this regard. However, international organizations, such as the World Food Programme (WFP) and 
Save the Children, are planning to continue delivering cash as part of the Food Security and Livelihoods program. In February, 
WFP supported 4,680 households in the municipality of Moyuta, Jutiapa with unconditional cash deliveries of USD 2.50 per 
day throughout the month. A second delivery will be made in March. In April, May and June, the number of households will 
reduce to 2,830. These households will receive the same unconditional cash deliveries of USD 2.50 per day for asset creation 
(the Cash for Assets method). Within the framework of the Food Security and Livelihoods program, Save the Children makes 
unconditional cash transfers of up to GTQ 470 per month. From November 2018 to October 2019, the cash transfers will 
benefit a total of 3,000 households in the municipalities of San Andrés Sajcabajá (900), Sacapulas (900) and San Pedro 
Jocopilas (1,200). A further 3,000 households will receive these benefits from February to November 2019 in San Bartolomé 
Jocotenango (600), Santa María Cunen (1,200) and San Miguel Uspantán (1,200).  

Projected food security outcomes, February to May 2019 

 
Source: FEWS NET 

Projected food security outcomes, June to September 

2019 

 
Source: FEWS NET 
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Assumptions 

The national outlook for February through September 2019 is 
based on the following assumptions:  

• The national market will remain supplied with maize and 
beans from northern harvests and also with continuing 
formal and informal imports from Mexico. Basic grain prices 
will remain near average, with a slight decrease estimated 
from March until May when national crops are distributed to 
the markets, before continuing their seasonal upward trend. 
According to FEWS NET price projections, prices are 
expected to remain close to the five-year average, which is 
around GTQ 135.00 per quintal for maize and GTQ 350 per 
quintal for black beans.  

• The minimal or non-existent yield of basic grains from the 
Primera harvest has forced poor households in the Dry 
Corridor affected by the 2018 prolonged dry spell to purchase maize and beans earlier than usual, prolonging the lean 
season with its early onset and causing continued dependency on the market for self-sufficiency.  

• As the high seasonal demand for unskilled labor ends and income levels quickly reduce in the following months, the 
poorest households in the Dry Corridor will be forced to adopt coping strategies to meet their basic needs, particularly 
their food needs. 

• Weak El Niño conditions from March to May could affect Primera planting with an erratic start of the rainy season, 
especially in Dry Corridor areas. The dry spell may be prolonged with low rainfall at the beginning or at the end of the 
period.  

• The irregular distribution of rainfall and above-average temperatures from March to July could cause soil dryness and 
greater evapotranspiration, which could negatively impact the development of crops in critical stages of growth, thus 
affecting yields.  

• At present, the Government has not planned any food assistance. However, there is targeted support in the form of cash 
deliveries to five municipalities, one in the east and four in Quiché, which will continue throughout the year. 

Most likely food security outcomes 

Recent basic grain harvests and the high seasonal demand for unskilled labor have improved the food security situation of 
the poorest households in most parts of the country, except in Dry Corridor areas affected by the long 2018 dry spell. The 
annual highland harvest and the annual Postrera harvests in the northern, eastern and southern coastal regions have 
improved household food availability. In addition, the increase in income generated by day laborers, supply of basic grains 
on the markets and near-average prices of maize and beans will enable households to meet their food needs and maintain 
their livelihoods, meaning they will remain in Minimal Food Insecurity (IPC Phase 1).  

The poorest households in the Dry Corridor – where the dry spell caused losses of basic grain crops during the Primera harvest 
– resorted to purchasing maize and beans earlier than usual, even before the high seasonal demand for agricultural day labor 
began. This forced households to adopt temporary coping strategies until their daily income improved and, in some eastern 
areas, until Postrera ended. These households will therefore able to meet their minimum food needs, but will have to adopt 
coping strategies to cover non-food expenses, such as fees for school, health and/or transport, which will lead to Stressed 
food insecurity (IPC Phase 2).  

However, for households in western areas of the Dry Corridor that depend on one annual harvest to cover their needs for 
several months, these losses will leave them dependent on purchases for the rest of the year and until the end of the next 
harvest in December 2019. This situation will have an impact on the quantity and quality of food, as income received from 

Figure 1. Projected temperature anomalies, March to May 

2019 

 
Source: National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) 
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seasonal agricultural day labor will not be sufficient to purchase basic foods during the prolonged lean season. Households 
will therefore adopt coping strategies, such as increased labor migration, migration to farther locations or migration of family 
members that traditionally do not work, use of loans, increased livestock sales and reduction of resources used to obtain 
agricultural inputs for Primera planting. For these households and those in eastern Guatemala that did not have a Postrera 
harvest, ongoing food purchases and the use of strategies to cover their consumption shortfalls will lead to Crisis (IPC Phase 
3) Food Security outcomes. Despite adopting coping strategies to meet consumption shortfalls as the lean season progresses 
and prolongs, the number of households in Crisis will increase due to deteriorations in their diets.   

AREAS OF CONCERN 

Extremely poor households in livelihood zone GT06 – warm area of Quiché, San Marcos, Huehuetenango and 
Totonicapán  

The local economy is based on a mix of agriculture, trade and remittances. Agriculture is essential in this zone, where poor 
households devote small areas of land to produce maize, beans and vegetables for their own consumption, as well as coffee 
to be sold. Most of the population works within this zone, particularly in agricultural activities related to coffee and 
vegetables, as well as outside the zone in activities related to coffee and sugar cane harvests where there is demand for labor. 
Other less significant income-generating activities include trade as well as remittances, which are an option for poor 
households. In this region, households have a single production cycle for basic grains, maize and black beans, which sustains 
their diet and are planted together on their own land or leased land.  

Current situation  

Basic grain crops and stocks: Due to the long 2018 seasonal dry spell, households in the driest areas of this zone lost more 
than half of their crops. With the exception of 2017, the zone has had poor rainfall, which has had an adverse impact on yields 
and the availability of basic grains for consumption. This year, households will once again be without grains from their own 
harvests, which are usually used for their consumption. Almost non-existent reserves are causing families to continue relying 
on market purchases for supplies at a time when they should be consuming grains from their own harvests. 

Markets and prices: Maize and beans are available in local markets and shops in communities where households purchase 
by the pound. The market will be supplied by flows from surplus production of the Northern Transversal Strip and southern 
Petén until March, as well as supplies from Mexico through formal and informal channels, given its proximity. In January, a 
quintal of white maize was sold for approximately GTQ 115.00 and beans were sold for GTQ 5.00 per pound. At present, there 
is less availability of local maize on the market due to low yields in this zone. Prices are around GTQ 180–200 per quintal.  

Sources of income: The most important source of income for poor households is agricultural labor, including land preparation 
and clearing, planting and plot maintenance, for which a day’s wages are GTQ 40–50. The high demand for coffee harvesting 
labor, which begins in December and lasts until February/March, is the most significant opportunity for poor households to 
generate income. Local coffee harvesting is paid at a rate of GTQ 40.00 per quintal of coffee beans. Depending on the coffee 
plantations’ workload and harvest capacities, laborers can harvest from 1.5–2 quintals per day. Work is constant for roughly 
the two-month long peak of the harvest period. Migration from this zone to Mexico is common, as there is demand for 
agricultural labor. Daily wages are GTQ 40.00, and food and accommodation are provided. Workers usually migrate about 
three times a year for two to three months at a time. This year, the falling international price of coffee throughout the period 
is the main concern of producers, who are selling GTQ 560–585 per quintal of parchment coffee. Although coffee production 
is estimated to be similar to that of last year and the demand for labor is constant, whether in the western departments of 
Guatemala or in Mexico, fewer producers will be able to invest in and hire other temporary labor for post-harvest activities 
(coffee washing and drying). The situation is even more complicated for small-scale producers, as they have not managed to 
fully control coffee leaf rust due to the costs involved, similar or lower production than the previous period, and low sales 
prices, which is putting their level of investment into securing the next production cycle at risk. Migration to the south coast 
for sugar cane harvests, as well as work in certain export-oriented agricultural production operations, masonry and small 
informal shops are stable throughout the year, though these industries offer limited employment opportunities. Although 
less impactful due to their low demand for labor, other sources of constant employment include small-scale vegetable 
production, for which the workforce is usually family members or cooperative partnerships, and construction. Migration to 
the closest departmental capitals and to the country’s capital in search of employment opportunities is frequent, as is 
migration to Mexico, where there is high mobility, given the proximity and ease of applying for work permits. Migration to 
the United States is less frequent due to its high cost, though it has been increasing in recent years, as indicated by key sources 
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in the region. For some families, women provide an alternative source of income for the household, albeit minimal, often 
from making tortillas, washing clothes or selling textiles. 

Food consumption and livelihoods: Households currently cover their maize and bean needs through market purchases. The 
Dry Corridor food security evaluation conducted by Oxfam and other partners from August to September 2018 revealed that 
20–50 percent of the population in the municipalities of Huehuetenango and Quiché has limited food consumption. The basic 
household diet consists of maize, some vegetables and beans and there is a notable lack of fruit and animal proteins. At the 
time the evaluation was conducted, households already lacked reserves and depended on the market to meet their food 
needs. They had also adopted some form of coping strategy, such as money lending or spending their savings. Approximately 
two months after these data were compiled, the period of high demand for labor began, particularly for coffee harvesting, 
both inside and outside the zone. This reduced the need for coping strategies and facilitated a mild and temporary 
improvement in diets, in terms of the quality and quantity of food. 

Nutrition: According to data monitored by the Ministry of Health, in epidemiological week 5 (27 January to 2 February 2019), 
the national acute malnutrition rate was 4 per 10,000 children under five years of age, which is lower than last year. 
Huehuetenango reports a rate of 4.3, which is close to the national average, but higher by 0.3 compared with last year. 
Although there is an increase in cumulative cases in Quiché, the rate is below the national average. As regards health services, 
it is important to bear in mind that the Ministry of Health does not actively seek out cases. Rather, they are detected during 
monthly growth monitoring or vaccination, so gaps in the data may exist. 

Assumptions  

This regional outlook for February through September 2019 is based on the following assumptions, which are additional to 
the national assumptions set out in an earlier section of this report:  

• Labor demand for coffee post-harvesting and plantation maintenance activities will be reduced due to low sales prices. 
This will affect investments in the next production cycle, as well as in agricultural activities, such as land clearing and 
preparation and Primera planting, due to irregular rainfall and the low availability of income to be spent on planting. 

• Markets will be supplied with domestically produced basic grains from the north, as well as formal and informal imports 
from Mexico. Prices will follow their seasonal trend: as the flow of domestic maize decreases in March, prices will tend 
to rise, peaking between July and August and then stabilizing, before embarking on a downward trend from September, 
when Primera harvests begin in the country’s different production areas. Although prices will continue to be seasonal, 
they will remain close to the average over the period under review. 

• The climatic conditions created by the El Niño phenomenon will prompt erratic rainfall that will threaten the Primera 
planting of basic grains (maize and beans), particularly impacting Dry Corridor areas that were affected by reduced rainfall 
in previous years. Since the maize growth cycle is longer in this zone, the forecasted irregular rainfall distribution, above-
average temperatures and longer dry spell could affect the development of crops in critical stages of growth. 

Most likely food security outcomes  

Crop losses from harvests during the 2018 season have led poor households in the Dry Corridor to rely on food purchases 
earlier than usual, thus prolonging the lean season, as families will not have their own maize and bean harvests or the usual 
resources to acquire food throughout the period. The end of the high-demand period for unskilled labor will reduce the 
opportunities available to poor households looking to generate income, and due to uneven rainfall, labor opportunities, such 
as the clearing and planting of basic grains, may be limited. This extra income will be these households’ means of access to 
food in the next few months. However, as these resources diminish, poor households will encounter consumption issues as 
a result of decreasing food quantity and quality, and will therefore undertake unusual activities, such as migration to distant 
areas in search of employment opportunities or migration of different family members and use of their savings and loans. 
These households will even employ negative strategies that put their productive assets at risk to meet their basic food needs. 
Food insecurity of such households will therefore be in Crisis (IPC Phase 3) throughout the period. The number of households 
in Crisis will increase as the lean season continues, which will see households depend on purchases and limited economic 
resources. Areas with households that have a few months worth of basic grain supplies from partial harvests, and small-scale 
coffee producers that were impacted by low prices, will experience Stressed food insecurity (IPC Phase 2) from February to 
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May. However, with the onset of the lean season and the lack of usual resources to subsist throughout the year, some of 
these areas could move into Crisis (IPC Phase 3).  

Extremely poor households in livelihood zone GT10 – Zacapa, Chiquimula, Jalapa, El Progreso, Jutiapa 

In this zone, there are two harvest cycles per year: the Primera cycle, focused mainly on white maize harvesting, and the 
Postrera cycle, focused mainly on black beans. Poorest households tend to lease land in remote locations with generally lower 
quality soils, which predominantly grow maize and bean crops. These households use native seeds and little or no fertilizer 
on their crops because of their high cost, meaning the average yield is quite low. For very poor households, labor is their only 
source of income, with work in coffee production areas both inside and outside of their area of residence as one of the main 
activities, along with the production of fruit and vegetables.  

Current situation 

Basic grain crops and food reserves: The long 2018 seasonal dry spell caused almost complete losses for more than 200,000 
subsistence farmers. Despite average yields in the Postrera cycle, planting was not extensive among all farmers, who having 
suffered considerable crop losses at the beginning of the year decided to reduce their planting area or not to plant at all. 
Households have no maize reserves and depend on the market for their own supply.  

Markets and prices: Markets are supplied with local maize and beans, as well as those from northern Guatemala. Supplies 
are also imported from Mexico. In January, the price of white maize in the market monitored in the area, Chiquimula, was 
GTQ 1.40 per pound and the price of beans was GTQ 5.00 per pound.  

Sources of income: This projected outlook coincides with the last months of the annual high-demand period for unskilled 
labor. Coffee, melon, tobacco, vegetable and sugar cane harvests on the south coast have the most demand for labor. Coffee 
harvesting offers job opportunities both inside and outside the zone, especially in Honduras, where demand for labor has 
increased, due to its proximity and improved production volumes. Coffee harvesting is paid at a rate of GTQ 25.00–35.00 per 
quintal of coffee beans per day, with an average harvest per person usually between 1.5 to 2 quintals per day. Harvesting of 
other crops is paid between GTQ 50–75 per day. Other sources of non-agricultural employment, such as masonry, work in 
small shops and domestic work, both inside and outside the zone, remains stable, although there are limited opportunities 
available.  

Food consumption and livelihoods: Due to the loss of maize and bean crops during the Primera season, households had to 
make market purchases months earlier than usual. In September, an evaluation by Oxfam showed that this was the case for 
more than 20 percent of households in two municipalities in Chiquimula, resulting in a diet based on maize, vegetables and 
no protein. To cover consumption gaps, households in this zone have had to adopt coping strategies, such as borrowing 
money, using their savings, and using stock seeds. However, the high seasonal demand for labor began in October, which led 
to a temporary increase in income, resulting in improved access to food, in terms of both variety and quantity. This situation 
implies a temporary recovery of food consumption scores (during the months of employment), and, above all, a reduced use 
of coping strategies.  

Nutrition: According to the Ministry of Health, in epidemiological week 5, the national acute malnutrition rate was 4 per 
10,000 children under five years of age, which is slightly lower than last year. Chiquimula, Zacapa and Baja Verapaz have a 
higher rate of acute malnutrition compared with the national rate and last year’s results. These data, taken at the beginning 
of the year, reflect a similar situation to that of last year. However, it is important to note that the early onset of the lean 
season due to Primera crop losses, and their subsequent prolonged dependence on purchases, is increasing households’ 
vulnerability.  

Food assistance: In February, WFP supported 4,680 households in the municipality of Moyuta, Jutiapa with unconditional 
cash deliveries of USD 2.50 per day throughout the month. A second delivery will be made in March. In April, May and June, 
the number of households will reduce to 2,830. These households will receive the same unconditional cash deliveries of USD 
2.50 per day for asset creation (the Cash for Assets method).   

Assumptions  

This regional outlook for February through September 2019 is based on the following assumptions, which are additional to 
the national assumptions set out in an earlier section of this report:  
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• El Niño conditions could affect the start of Primera planting, due to the erratic onset of rainfall, especially in Dry Corridor 
areas. In addition, forecasted above-average temperatures and the possibility of a prolonged dry spell could affect plant 
growth and cause significant losses of basic grain crops.  

• Employment in agricultural activities, such as Primera planting and land preparation, may decrease, due to irregular 
rainfall and the low availability of income to be spent on these tasks. 

• The Primera harvests that usually take place between August and September will have below-average yields, due to 
irregular rainfall. Partial production of crops may mean that families have maize and beans for just one or two months. 
If there is a greater impact, these families could lose all their crops.  

• The irregular distribution of rainfall during the second rainy season could affect Postrera planting, particularly the 
planting of beans, which starts between August and September. In addition, losses from the Primera harvests could 
negatively impact the Postrera planting season, as households may not have sufficient resources to secure this second 
planting.  

Most likely food security outcomes  

Losses in the 2018 Primera harvests have led poorest households in the zone’s Dry Corridor to rely on purchases earlier than 
usual, thus prolonging the lean season, as families will not have the usual resources to purchase basic grains during this 
period. Although markets will remain supplied and maize and bean prices will be average, households will reduce the quality 
and quantity of their food purchases. To cover their consumption shortfalls, households will continue to adopt coping 
strategies, such as migration to distant places in search of employment or migration of household members who do not 
usually migrate, credit and sales of livestock, among others, putting them in Crisis (IPC Phase 3) throughout the period.  

Extremely poor households in livelihood zone GT05 – Alta Verapaz 

This zone is characterized by the production of maize and beans, mainly for own consumption, as well as the cultivation of 
coffee, cardamom and vegetables for export. Cash crop production provides households with employment opportunities. 
Economic and labor local migration and to plantations in neighboring departments complement local agricultural activities.  

Current situation 

Basic grain crops: Households grow maize and beans together on their own land or leased land for own consumption. In this 
zone, two crop cycles can be carried out, the most common being the Primera crop cycle, which is planted between May and 
June and harvested between August and September. In some areas, a second production cycle takes place from 
December/January to April/May. Investment in production is minimal as farmers select seeds from past harvests, and the use 
of fertilizers and other inputs is minimal given their high cost, meaning yields are relatively low, from 1–1.5 quintals of maize 
per cuerda1 and from 50 to 75 pounds of beans per cuerda. In certain areas, potatoes are planted from October/November 
and harvested in January/February. Primera basic grains harvests in the north of the department fell within the average range. 
However, in southern areas adjacent to Baja Verapaz, maize and bean crops were affected by the prolonged seasonal dry 
spell, which threatened their crop development and caused partial reductions, leaving households with only half of what they 
usually harvest. The second production cycle was reportedly normal, with average harvests for those households that 
managed to carry them out. 

Markets and basic grain prices: Markets in this zone are supplied with crops produced in the north. In January, the price of 
white maize was GTQ 130 per quintal and the price of beans was GTQ 5.00 per pound. Households obtain their supplies from 
nearby markets, which they visit once a week on market days.  

Sources of income: The high seasonal demand for temporary labor will end during the first months of this outlook, with coffee 
and cardamom growing being the two most important sources of employment in the zone. The coffee sector has been able 
to recover after the effects of the coffee leaf rust epidemic. Although production volumes are estimated to be close to those 
prior to the epidemic, flowering at the wrong time in coffee-growing areas and the low selling price (GTQ 100–105 per quintal 
of coffee beans, and GTQ 560 per quintal of parchment coffee) particularly deteriorates the situation for small-scale 

                                                                 
1 16 cuerdas = 1 manzana; 22.69 cuerdas = 1 hectare. 
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producers. However, cardamom production is considered average, with an improvement in the sales price compared with 
last year (GTQ 4,900.00 – GTQ 5,000.00 per quintal of cardamom pods) of about 45 percent. Between December and March, 
coffee and cardamom harvests, which employ local day laborers and migrants, occur at the same time. Coffee harvesting 
pays GTQ 40.00–50.00 per quintal of coffee beans, with laborers able to harvest from 1–1.5 quintal per day. Cardamom 
harvesting pays GTQ 1.00 per pound and laborers can harvest approximately 75 pounds per day. For the poorest households, 
men temporarily migrate to earn income, primarily to sugar cane plantations, mainly on the south coast, from October to 
May/June, to African oil palm plantations in Petén and Izabal and Quiché, and to coffee fields for harvesting in Zacapa, 
Chiquimula, Costa Sur and Honduras. Agricultural work within the same community is common, as heads of households 
manage to obtain a few days of employment clearing and preparing land and planting basic grains, for which they are paid 
GTQ 35–40 per day. Other less popular income options, given their limited demand for labor, include masonry, vegetable 
harvesting and the sale of firewood. In some households, women contribute income by making tortillas, washing clothes and 
selling textiles. Various employment options allow for a seasonal increase in income and thus an improvement in the 
purchasing capacity of households, who will invest more than 75 percent of this income in food purchases. Households will 
use the remainder of this income to pay off debts and purchase inputs for the next harvest cycle. 

Food consumption and livelihoods: Maize and beans form the basis of families’ diets. A family of six consumes 1–1.5 quintals 
of maize and 10–15 pounds of beans a month. The maize harvest lasts between two and four months, so households start 
purchasing in December. These purchases last until the next harvest, either in October for those who have one crop cycle a 
year or in April for those who carry out Postrera planting. Food supplies are supplemented with wild foods, native herbs, 
potatoes from their own harvest and, less frequently, eggs and rice. Due to the reduced yields caused by the prolonged dry 
spell, households began to make purchases earlier than usual, and many decided not to carry out a second harvest, mainly 
due to a lack of resources available. There is a lack of variety in the traditional diet of this zone’s households, due to factors 
linked to dietary habits. Although households have established dietary habits, it is important to note the deterioration in the 
variety of their diet, which lacks green foods and proteins. In terms of livelihoods, labor migration to other departments is 
constant in the zone, mostly occurring during the period of high demand for labor and income generation for households. 
Households increasingly intend to migrate to cover their food needs, due to the early onset of purchasing dependency.  

Availability of water and health services: There is limited water available and the most common sources are rivers and springs, 
which households must boil before consumption. In the areas visited, there are convergence centers where medical care is 
provided. Ministry of Health staff visit children once a month to vaccinate them and record their weight and height. 

Nutrition: According to the situation of epidemiological week 5 (27 January to 2 February 2019), the cumulative rate of acute 
malnutrition in Alta Verapaz was 5.3 per 10,000 children under five years of age, which is higher than the national rate of 4.0. 
However, the rate is lower than that recorded at the same time last year. During the visit to the area, health officials noted 
that one of the problems in the region is the contamination of water sources, which serves as a trigger for the deterioration 
of children's health, along with other factors, such as unsatisfactory feeding and care practices and a lack of hygiene. 

Assumptions  

This regional outlook for February through September 2019 is based on the following assumptions, which are additional to 
the national assumptions set out in an earlier section of this report:  

• Primera crop losses in the driest areas of the zone led to an early onset of the lean season as poor households had to 
resort to purchases earlier than usual.  

• According to forecasts, El Niño conditions will persist until the May–July quarter in 2019, which could cause irregular 
rainfall distribution and consequently delay the Primera planting of basic grains (maize and beans). In areas prone to low 
rainfall, such as the southern areas of the department adjacent to Baja Verapaz, rainfall irregularities from May to August 
could affect the development of Primera crops by decreasing yields.  

• Employment in agricultural activities, such as the preparation of Primera lands, may decrease, due to irregular rainfall.  

• Vegetables: The production of native vegetables and/or herbs for home consumption (and for small-scale sale within the 
same community) may be affected by rainfall irregularities. 
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• Primera harvests: The Primera harvests that usually take place between August and September will be below average, 
given the erratic rainfall. Families will have maize and beans stocks that will last for the first few months after the harvest. 

Most likely food security outcomes  

Early spending of income received during the high seasonal demand for labor means that households will not have the usual 
resources to provide for themselves during the critical months of the lean season. From March onward, sources of income-
generating employment will decrease. The only agricultural activity with demand for a few days’ labor will be maize and bean 
harvesting in large production areas. However, this year, irregular rainfall could lead to less laborers being hired to prepare 
land preparation and plant seeds, thus affecting the income of laborers who manage to work a few days this season. During 
the period covered by this outlook, purchasing will be the most significant source of food. However, the availability of income 
to fund these purchases will be undermined by an earlier reliance on purchasing and the seasonal reduction in sources of 
employment. The quality of food purchased will be affected, as will the quantity, since households will prefer to purchase 
cheaper products. The food security situation will deteriorate as a result of the longer lean season, dependency on food 
purchases, and lack of household incomes, meaning the zone’s food security will be Stressed (IPC Phase 2), with pockets of 
the population in Crisis (IPC Phase 3). 

EVENTS THAT MIGHT CHANGE THE OUTLOOK  

Table 1. Possible events over the next six months that could change the most likely scenario.  

Area Event Impact on food security outcomes 

Whole country Improved duration and 
distribution of rainfall in the 
Primera rainy season. 

Adequate growth of basic grain crops in the country’s Dry Corridor areas.  

Whole country  More severe impact from El Niño 
that causes critical reductions in 
rainfall and high temperatures, 
affecting the national production 
of basic grains.  

A drastic reduction in rainfall could affect the yields of production areas that 
supply grains to the country during the first months of the year. This reduction 
in availability would lead to an atypical rise in prices and lower purchasing 
power for poor households. 

West 
Fewer imports from Mexico or a 
recovery in the Mexican peso 
exchange rate. 

Smaller flows of basic grains from Mexico would mainly affect the availability of 
grain in the country’s western markets, whose constant flows stabilize the price 
of white maize in the area. A recovery of the Mexican peso exchange rate would 
represent a higher import cost, which would be passed on to consumers.  

 

ABOUT SCENARIO DEVELOPMENT 
To project food security outcomes, FEWS NET develops a set of assumptions about likely events, their effects, and the probable 
responses of various actors. FEWS NET analyzes these assumptions in the context of current conditions and local livelihoods to arrive at 
a most likely scenario for the coming eight months. Learn more here. 

 

http://www.fews.net/our-work/our-work/scenario-development
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