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GUATEMALA Food Security Outlook  July through December 2010 
   
Key Messages 
 
• Currently, the poorest households in most of the 

country are turning to normal coping strategies due 
to the annual lean season, which ends in 
August/September with the primera harvest. 
Damages caused by both Tropical Storm Agatha 
and above-normal rainfall have pushed some of 
these households to resort to negative coping 
strategies that erode their livelihoods, resulting in 
about 435,000 people in acute food insecurity, in 
addition to the 1.8 million people who suffer from 
chronic food insecurity. 
 

• The food security situation in the east will improve 
with the primera harvest in September, which is 
expected to be adequate, and it is foreseen that 
more humid conditions than usual will allow a good 
performance of the postrera season, due in 
November/December. 

 
• The highlands are highly vulnerable to food insecurity as a result of agro-climatic and economic events of recent years 

and the impossibility of re-sowing after losses caused by Tropical Storm Agatha. The poorest households will struggle to 
meet their food needs, even resorting to negative coping strategies, especially during the last quarter. For households 
that did not lose their entire crops, the harvest will improve their food security situation in November. 

 
• For households on the Pacific and Atlantic coasts, the primera harvest will improve food security conditions starting in 

August. If these households suffered losses from Tropical Storm Agatha and seasonal heavy rains, the postrera harvest 
will also help the food situation in October. 

 
 
Seasonal calendar and critical events 
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Figure 1. Current estimated food security outcomes, July 2010   

 
Source: MFEWS 

For more information on FEWS NET’s Food Insecurity Severity Scale, please 
see: www.fews.net/FoodInsecurityScale 

http://www.fews.net/FoodInsecurityScale�
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Most-likely food security scenario (July-
December 2010) 
 
This food security outlook for the next six months 
considers three relevant areas, taking into 
consideration the current situation, vulnerability, 
and possible events to occur during the period in 
question.  
 
East 
The area in the east is generally a deficit area where 
purchase is a major source of food. During this 
annual lean season, the poor and extremely poor 
households will be depending entirely on purchases 
to obtain their food, as they have finished their 
reserves. This year, this season started a month or 
two earlier than usual, as a result of crop losses of 
maize and beans that occurred last year due to 
irregularities in rainfall, especially during the 
postrera harvest where losses of up to 100 percent 
were reported. The sowing of the primera season 
began in May, a month later than usual, because 
farmers were waiting for rains before planting. In 
late May, Tropical Storm Agatha affected the 
country and areas near the Motagua River suffered 
damages to houses and crops. Affected households 
represent about 10 percent of the total in the 
region, though losses represent 14 percent of the 
total land area.  
 
Among the events that could affect this region 
during the period are: 

• Reduction in demand for labor due to damage 
in cash crops, particularly coffee. The season of 
high demand for labor is from October to March 
and although this year there may be atypical 
behavior due to the aforementioned reasons, it 
will provide more employment options than 
those available in the rest of the year. The 
extent of impact will depend on how the climate 
behaves.  

• Precipitation significantly above normal. The 
rainy season ends in November. 

• Forecasts for a more active than normal hurricane season ending in November, which could result in direct or indirect 
effects, with large accumulated rain and strong winds. 

• A postrera harvest with yields considered good for the region. 
• The behavior of prices is expected to show a tendency towards stabilization. 
 
The beginning of this period will present moderate food insecurity for households in this area with the primera harvest in 
September bringing an end to the annual lean season and an improvement in food availability at the household level. 
Additionally, unskilled employment opportunities will increase from October to March. Damages caused to cash crops in 
this area and other areas will cause a decrease in demand for labor with a consequent reduction in wages, negatively 
impacting the cash income of the poorest households, and thus, negatively impacting their purchasing power and access to 

Figure 2. Most-likely food security scenario, July-September 2010 

 
Source: MFEWS 

 
Figure 3. Most-likely food security scenario, October-December 
2010 

 
Source: MFEWS 

For more information on FEWS NET’s Food Insecurity Severity Scale, please see: 
www.fews.net/FoodInsecurityScale 
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food. If weather conditions affect the primera crops, immediate food needs will be covered by these incomes until the 
postrera harvest in November/December. On the contrary, if the primera harvest is good, the impact of this situation will be 
felt at the beginning of next year when reserves start to deplete and people must purchase agricultural inputs. An above-
normal precipitation in this area, characterized by rainfall leading to a deficit, could be beneficial by providing moisture 
needed for the crops of subsistence and infra-subsistence farmers.  
 
To respond to external shocks, households in this area will resort to strategies such as increased migration to other areas of 
high production or high demand for labor such as Guatemala City, Mexico, the United States and other livelihood zones in 
order to generate some income. This will happen from now until September when household members have to return for 
the harvest. If this strategy is not productive, they could harvest corn and unripe maize in August, reducing the time of 
scarcity for households in the short-term, but it will mean a reduction in crops likely to be sold in the long term, reducing 
future coping options. Just before the primera harvest in July and August, a decline in the number of meal times and the 
amount consumed is expected, but they resort to collecting wild herbs and fruits. In conclusion, from July to September the 
poorest households will depend on purchase, coping strategies, and the delivery of food aid in the region to meet their food 
needs during the most critical part of the annual lean season. From September, the situation will improve with the primera 
harvest which will improve food availability for households and reduce market prices, benefiting the landless households. 
Starting in October, the availability of jobs will also improve the food security situation. 
 
Highlands 
In this area the poor and very poor households are facing the annual lean season, which began two months earlier than 
usual this year. There are no signs of an exacerbation of chronic food insecurity that characterizes this region. Poor 
households depend on between 20 and 50 percent of their maize production, while the extremely poor depend on 
between five to 20 percent. Last year’s poor harvest caused both groups to deplete their reserves quickly, increasing their 
dependency on purchases until the next harvest in November/December, since the duration of the single harvest cycle is 
180 days. Sowing began between March and April with the first rains. In late May, the impact of Tropical Storm Agatha 
caused damage and losses of 5,034.97 hectares of cash crops and staple cereals; the latter representing 70 percent of the 
losses. Some of the crops that were not damaged by the storm have reported problems due to the appearance of pests and 
diseases. Due to the long growing period, re-sowing of basic grains in the remaining months of the year is not a viable 
option for households in this area which suffered losses, so for those who were affected, the next harvest will not take 
place until November 2011. Infrastructure was also affected, which impacts access to markets and health services.  
 
Households in question are highly dependent on selling their unskilled labor for income (60 to 100 percent of the extremely 
poor and 45 to 52 percent of poor households), mainly in activities related to coffee (in livelihood zone 11, starting in 
October), sugarcane (in zone 12, beginning in November), and vegetables (in zone 5, throughout the year). This year, this 
dependence is greater than usual because last year’s poor harvest reduced the amount of food from own production, 
making households highly vulnerable to rising prices and changes in employment opportunities, whether those changes 
were due to a reduction in demand or an increase in supply from an abnormal migration used as a coping strategy. Despite 
the impact from Tropical Storm Agatha, basic grain prices at the departmental level have remained stable. 
 
Among the events that could affect this region during the following period are: 
• Rainfall significantly above normal until the end of the rainy season in November. 
• The demand for unskilled labor to cut coffee and musaceous plants will be reduced due to damage to these crops as a 

result of Tropical Storm Agatha. 
• A price behavior with a similar trend to that of previous years during the period covered by this outlook. 
• A normal pattern in the receipt of remittances is foreseen, with an improvement over last year. 
• As in other years, the presence of cold fronts and frosts is expected starting in November. 

 
As in the previous region, households in the highlands are highly dependent on selling their labor in agribusiness activities, 
and the highest season for demand of labor starts in October, thereby improving the income of the poorest households. 
However, due to losses caused by Tropical Storm Agatha and subsequent heavy rains, there will be less than normal wages 
during this time. A decrease in demand for labor in October will cause lower wages which will reduce the cash income of 
the poorest households and their purchasing power and access to food. This year is particularly critical because the primera 
harvest was affected by Tropical Storm Agatha, and re-sowing is not an option. Therefore, during November and December, 
the population will continue to depend on purchases to obtain food, when they usually would start consuming their own 
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crops. Above-normal precipitation in this area, with a topography prone to landslides, could cause major losses of crops 
that were not lost during Tropical Storm Agatha, contamination of water sources resulting in a higher prevalence of 
diarrheic diseases, and greater damage to roadways making access to markets and health services difficult. This activity 
would facilitate a rise in food prices caused by a reduction in supply, with the consequent difficulty in access to food by the 
poorest households. A lower-than-usual harvest in November would result in a decrease in household reserves, causing the 
annual lean season to start earlier next year, adding pressure to find job opportunities. 
 
As coping strategies to respond to the shocks mentioned above, households will use migration to more remote areas, sale 
of small animals, especially poultry, to earn income to buy food. The difficulties of this period result in a decrease in the 
variety and quantity of food consumed; nevertheless, during the rainy season it is more common for these households to 
collect wild foods, especially herbs, which will partly compensate for their food shortages. It is likely that the government 
will respond to the impact of shocks mentioned above through the short-term rehabilitation of access to communities and 
the delivery of food aid in the case of a particular event. The market will be affected by the entry of more maize from 
Mexico, stabilizing supply and prices. The harvest in the producing region of the North Transversal Corridor and Petén is 
also expected to be good.  
 
Due to the problems that the poor population in the region have been facing, in addition to the factors mentioned above, it 
is expected that poor households and particularly the very poor, will not be able to meet their food requirements, and will 
resort to coping strategies that could result in future vulnerability. Therefore, they will suffer moderate food insecurity, 
which will increase as the period progresses with some areas moving into high food insecurity. 
 
Pacific and Atlantic Coasts  
The Pacific and Atlantic coasts are also regions that should be considered in this outlook because, like the rest of the 
country, these areas are facing the annual lean season, but additionally they were also affected by Tropical Storm Agatha in 
late May, and the heavier-than-usual start of the rainy season. These events have caused loss and damage to maize and 
cash crops, especially to those located near rivers, and they have increased the occurrence of pests and diseases. The 
primera maize sowing started between March and April with the first rains and some of the affected crops being harvested 
in late July. Re-sowing in these areas was a viable option if the land was not severely affected; however, it would mean a 
delay of two to three months in the harvest. It could also mean that a second harvest would be possible for farmers who 
have irrigation systems. The primera harvest is the main harvest, since 60 percent of maize is produced during that period.  
 
The condition of the road network was also affected, making access to markets in these areas difficult. The health situation 
also suffered because of heavy rainfall, increasing the number of reported dengue fever cases above those reported in 
previous years. In addition, households whose livelihoods are closely related to fishing were also affected by Tropical Storm 
Agatha. Though they are not primarily dependent on their crops for food and income, they reduced the number of fishing 
days and the distance out to sea, since sea conditions during storms are very dangerous resulting in fewer fish caught. 
Fewer fish caught resulted in less income and a reduction in food available, as fish is also part of the product intended for 
household consumption. However, as climate conditions improve, these households will be able to continue with their 
activities quickly. Households in these areas also have a large degree of dependence on the sale of unskilled labor, with 
rates reaching 100 percent in extremely poor households. Crops that demand more unskilled labor are coffee, musaceous 
plants like plantains and banana, and sugar cane.  
 
It is foreseen that these events could affect this region in the second half of the year: 
• Rainfall significantly above normal until the end of the rainy season in November. 
• A price behavior similar to that of previous years during the period covered by this outlook. 
• The demand for unskilled labor for coffee and musaceous plant harvests will be reduced due to the damage to these 

crops as a result of Tropical Storm Agatha. 
• Demand for wages during the sugar cane harvest is expected to remain within normal parameters, since this crop did 

not experience major damage. 
 
The coasts and the lower parts of the basins located in these regions are prone to overflowing rivers and flooding that may 
endanger the crops and assets of affected households. These events would make households especially vulnerable to 
changes in trends in the staple cereal market. With income sources similar to those of the poorest households in the rest of 
the country, a decrease in demand for labor, which reduces the amount of wages and therefore cash incomes, will also 
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harm the economic situation and food purchasing power in a region which does not grow beans and where households 
must buy them. For households that suffered the loss of the primera harvest, this will mean reliance on this income for a 
longer period, until the next harvest in October or November.  
 
To deal with these circumstances, they will resort to migration to neighboring countries and the sale of poultry as a source 
of income. The decrease in the quantity and quality of the diet will be complemented with food collection. As for the other 
regions considered in this outlook, if a specific event impacts the country, the government is expected to implement 
emergency actions aimed at resolving the immediate problems of food access and availability. It is also expected for the 
market to receive a greater amount of maize from Mexico, regularizing price and supply, benefiting the economic access of 
households in the zones. 
 
As a result of the factors described above, it is expected that the poorest households in these areas will suffer from 
moderate insecurity. However, since the affected households will experience a high recurrence of events such as those 
previously mentioned, they have already established adaptation and coping mechanisms which could assist them in 
improving their food situation starting in August, with a positive progression as the period covered by this outlook comes to 
an end and the next harvest takes place. In the specific case of households on the south coast, income options increase with 
the coffee harvest, which begins in October, and the sugar cane harvest that begins in November, significantly improving 
their food security situation. These activities are not an option for households on the Atlantic coast.  
 
 
Table I. Less-likely scenarios for the next six months that could change the scenarios presented above  

Area Event Impact  on food security results 

The entire 
country 

Tropical storm or hurricane 
 

It would cause a massive loss of crops, both for subsistence and cash, the 
latter being a source of income for the poorest population. Fishing as a 
source of food and income would also be affected with fewer days of 
work and possible damage to productive assets. If this event impacts the 
south coast or areas of Petén and the Transversal Corridor, it would lead 
to the reduction in physical and economic access to food and food 
availability in households, and probably in the domestic market, since it 
would significantly reduce the harvest. A reduction in supply would 
increase prices, making access difficult for the population. The magnitude 
of the tropical event will determine the extent of damage and the final 
impact. 

The entire 
country 

The demand for unskilled 
labor similar to previous 
years, although occupations 
may change 

The size of wages will remain with related incomes, so that people can 
access food from purchases, compensating for the portion of food from 
their own production which will be consumed by households. 

East Damage or loss of the postrera 
harvest 

Reduction in household reserves for subsistence farmers, resulting in an 
advance of next year’s annual lean season. 

 


