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INTRODUCTION 

Overview of Sierra Leone  

Sierra Leone is located on the west coast of Africa 

and covers an area of about 72,000 square 

kilometers (28,000 square miles). It extends from 

latitude 7 degrees north to 10 degrees north, and 

from longitude 10 degrees west to 14 degrees west. 

The Republic of Guinea borders it on the north and 

northeast, and the Republic of Liberia borders it on 

the east and southeast. On the west and southwest, 

the Atlantic Ocean extends approximately 340 

kilometers (211 miles). Administratively, Sierra 

Leone is divided into four regions: Northern 

Province, Eastern Province, Southern Province and 

Western Province. Each region is subdivided into 

districts, and each district is divided into chiefdoms. 

Overall, there are 14 districts and 149 chiefdoms.  

Sierra Leone’s economy proved resilient in the face 

of two major exogenous shocks: the Ebola epidemic, 

and the collapse of iron ore prices and associated 

loss of production in 2014-2015. Since the last 

quarter of 2015, economic growth has resumed, and it remains on an upward trend that is further 

supported by new investments in mining, agriculture and fisheries. Real Gross Domestic Product (GDP) 

growth is projected to recover from -21.1% in 2015 to 4.3% in 2016. Rising from a base of 9.5% (year-on-

year) in December 2015, inflation has reached 10.9% in July 2016. The local currency (the Leone) 

depreciated by 20.4 percent (year-on-year) in June 2016.  

Sierra Leone has a tropical climate with two pronounced seasons: a rainy season from May to November, 

and a dry season from December to April. Rainfall is highest in the coastal areas and decreases inland and 

at the eastern border of the country. Climate in Sierra Leone is determined mainly by the seasonal 

movements of two air masses: the north-easterly Continental Tropical Winds (commonly called North-

East Trade Winds) and the southwesterly Maritime Tropical Winds (commonly called South-West 

Monsoon). 

The present distribution of vegetation in Sierra Leone has been influenced not only by factors of climate 

and soil but also by human activity. At present, the agroecological zones are the tropical closed forest and 

the savannah woodlands in the uplands while swamp forest (woodlands) and seasonally flooded grasslands 

constitute the agro-ecologies in the Lowlands. Forest ecosystems can be divided into closed forest and 

transition or secondary forest. Most of the closed forest has been converted into secondary forest and 

forest regrowth or ‘farm bush’ as a result of clearing for use in ‘slash-and-burn’ or shifting cultivation 

farming and for firewood. The area is dominated by food and tree crop farming, so ruminant production is 

of minor importance. Savannah woodland is mostly found in the Northern Province towards Guinea, 
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especially in Koinadugu, Bombali and Kono districts. There is also a strip of savannah along the coast of 

Bonthe and Pujehun districts. Swamps or marsh are mostly found along the coast in the Southern Province. 

The vegetation is mainly mangroves, scattered patches of bushes and savannah woodland. They are divided 

into: inland valley swamps, mangrove swamps, and bolilands. Several factors, including hydrological 

conditions such as the frequency and duration of flooding, depth of the water level, soil type, and 

physiography determine the vegetation and composition of plant communities.   

The agricultural sector, comprising food crops, tree crops, fishery, livestock, and forestry, is the backbone 

of Sierra Leone’s economy. The vast majority of the population depends on the sector for its livelihood. 

The major food crops are rice, cassava, maize, millet, sorghum, sweet potato, and groundnut. They are 

produced by smallholders. Rice is the most important staple food crop and is grown in three different 

ecologies: mangrove swamp rice, upland rice and lowland rice. The second staple food crop grown across 

the country is cassava. The main areas of production are in the south-west, central and far north. Other 

major annual food crops include sorghum, maize, millet, sweet potato and groundnut. The main tree crop 

is the oil palm, used for its perennial fruit that can be processed into palm oil and sap which can be 

transformed into palm wine. The other main perennial crops are citrus, sugarcane, cocoa, coffee, 

and coconut. Tubers and leaves are consumed by households and cassava products (gari, flour and chips), 

are in high demand in urban areas. 

Common livestock in Sierra Leone are cattle, sheep, goats, pigs and poultry. The civil war significantly 

depleted the level of livestock in the country, although numbers have recovered since the end of the war 

in 2002. Most cattle are found in the north of the country and cattle rearing is dominated by the Fula ethnic 

group who own the majority of the cattle and often manage cattle owned by other groups. Poultry rearing  

consists mainly of chickens, with some guinea fowl and Muscovy ducks. Most of the animals are owned by 

households in the Northern Province, especially in Koinadugu, Kambia, Bombali and Port Loko districts. 

The marine fisheries of Sierra Leone are divided into two major sectors: (i) artisanal fishing operating in 

estuaries and inshore waters and extending from the shoreline to a depth of 20–40 m, and (ii) industrial 

fishing, operating in the open deeper waters. The western tip of Sherbro Island delimits two contrasting 

coastal waters. The coastal sector north of Sherbro Island is more productive than the southern sector that 

borders Liberia. Most of the artisanal fishing activities occur around the estuaries of Scarcies River, Sierra 

Leone River and Sherbro River, and also around Yauoni Bay. There are a number of fish landing sites along 

the Sierra Leone coast. Port Loko and the Western Area districts have more landing sites which are sampled 

for artisanal fish catches. The coastal sector where the artisanal fishermen land their catch consists of the 

following districts: Kambia, Port Loko, Western Area, Moyamba, Bonthe and Pujehun.  

In 2014, the Ebola Virus Disease (EVD) outbreak resulted in a serious shock to the agriculture and food 

sectors of Sierra Leone. Production of rice, the major food crop, declined significantly compared to 2013. 

In particular, cereal production in the Kailahun District was substantially affected. The outbreak began 

during the crop planting season and grew during the crop maintenance period, and then expanded rapidly 

during the critical harvesting period for the staple rice, maize and cassava crops. Beyond its impact on the 

agriculture and food sector, the EVD has seriously affected all other sectors of the economy. Mining, 

manufacturing and service sectors have been the hardest hit. According to the Economic Intelligence Unit 

(EIU), Sierra Leone’s real GDP grew by just 4.6 percent in 2014, compared to 20.9 percent in 2013, the year 

before the EVD outbreak. The disruption of food chains due to the closing of markets, road blocks, and 
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https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chicken
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Guinea_fowl
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Muscovy_duck


6 
 
 

quarantines restricted cross-border trading. Changes in traders’ behavior resulting from the fear of Ebola 

significantly reduced the income of EVD-affected communities, including producers, consumers and 

traders. Specifically, income-generating activities typically led by women, such as small trading, were hit 

hard. The ban on bush meat also deprived many rural households of an important source of food and 

income. Since the Ebola outbreak ended, the economic situation has begun to improve.  

Methodology and Key Concepts  

The Household Economy Analysis (HEA) was developed in the early 1990s as an approach that measures 

and predicts short-term changes to food access. Since this time, HEA has focused on how households make 

ends meet from one year to the next and the assets they rely on that enable them to do so. This includes 

how they survive, or fail to survive, through difficult times. Understanding local livelihoods provides insight 

on how to appropriately address short-term food and livelihood security needs, as well as inform decision-

makers on whether or not medium- or long-term interventions will support or undermine existing 

strategies. HEA’s evolution has led the way to expand HEA’s application across the development and 

humanitarian spectrum. HEA has been used to address questions related to disaster response, resilience 

and rehabilitation, early warning and scenario analysis, development planning, and monitoring and 

evaluation. 

Figure 1: The Household Economy Analysis Framework 

 
In practice, the HEA analytical framework comprises two components: the baseline component and the 

outcome analysis component, as described in Figure 2 above. The baseline component has three steps: a 

livelihood zoning, a wealth breakdown and an analysis of livelihood strategies for each of the identified 

wealth groups.  

Livelihood zoning is the process of dividing geographic areas within which people broadly 

share the same patterns of access to food (e.g. they grow the same crops, keep the same 

types of livestock). They also broadly share the same access to markets. Patterns of 

livelihood clearly vary from one area to another. Local factors such as climate, soil, access 

to markets, etc. all influence livelihood patterns. Therefore, the first step in the HEA is to 

prepare a livelihood zone map.  
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Where a household is situated is one factor that determines options for 

obtaining food and generating income. Another factor is wealth, which 

dictates a household’s ability to exploit the available options within a given 

zone. Generally, households that cultivate 1 hectare of land harvest more 

than their neighbors who only cultivate 0.25 hectares. In pastoral areas, 

households that own 50 heads of cattle have greater access to milk than those that own five heads of 

cattle. Defining the different wealth groups in each zone is the second step in the HEA, the output from 

which is a wealth breakdown.1  

The analysis of livelihood strategies, the third step, generates a quantified 

account of food, income and expenditure patterns for typical households 

in each group for a defined reference or baseline year. Food access is 

expressed as a percentage of minimum energy requirements, taken as an 

average food energy intake of 2,100 kilocalories (kcals) per person per day. 

Annual income earned by the household is balanced with expenditure, allowing the interview to capture 

a reliable account of the different income activities in which each household is engaged. 

A central aspect to HEA is that quantification takes place by converting all food and cash sources to a 

standard measure. It adds up all the sources of food and all the sources of cash income that households 

generate in the reference year and uses either a food or cash equivalent to express the total value. This 

composite of food and cash income is referred to as total income. By converting to a common currency, 

such as calories, we are able to compare food access across wealth groups, livelihood zones, and even 

countries.  

The second component of the HEA analytical framework is the Outcome Analysis. Outcome analysis 

investigates how baseline access to food and income might change as a result of a specific hazard, such 

as drought or flood, and the consideration of the extent to which households will be able to meet their 

basic survival needs and protect their livelihoods following the hazard.  

Like the HEA baseline, the Outcome Analysis also includes three steps: an analysis of the economic impacts 

of the hazard on food and income sources, i.e. the Problem Specification; the Analysis of 

Coping/Response Strategies for households living in the zone; and the measuring of the resulting 

situation (Projected Outcome) with reference to two different thresholds.   

The Problem Specification, is the fourth step in the HEA analytical framework. This step translates a 

hazard into economic consequences that can be mathematically linked to household-level baseline 

                                                           
1 In HEA, wealth is considered in relative (and local) terms. Statistical data may indicate that 80 percent or even 90 percent of 
the population in a particular area lives below the national poverty line, but this is measuring poverty on a national, absolute 
scale. In a livelihoods analysis we are interested in understanding the differences in the ways that people within a livelihood 
zone obtain access to food and cash income and the reasons for these – in which case it is not particularly useful to lump 80 
percent or 90 percent of the population together into one group, especially if there are differences in terms of food and cash 
income access within that larger group.   
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information on food and income options or expenditure items. 

After defining the problem and calculating its magnitude for each of the relevant aspects of the baseline 

picture, step 5 is an Analysis of the Response Strategies2 that different types of households will employ 

to try and deal with the problems they face. This is a quantified analysis of households’ ability to diversify 

and expand access to various sources of food and income, and thus to cope with a specified hazard.  

The final step, Projected Outcome, is a systematic attempt to determine where different households fall 

in relation to clearly defined intervention thresholds. It is an analysis designed to set forth, with the best 

available evidence, a clear picture of which groups of households will be unable to respond on their own 

to a shock without using strategies that would undermine either their health or their longer-term welfare. 

 

Figure 2: HEA Outcome Analysis 

 

 

In sum, the objective of Outcome Analysis is to investigate the effects of a hazard on future access to food 

and income, so that decisions can be taken early on about the most appropriate types of interventions to 

implement. The rationale behind the approach is that a good understanding of how people have survived 

in the past provides a sound basis for projecting into the future. Three types of information are combined: 

(i) information on baseline access; (ii) information on hazard (i.e. factors affecting access to food/income, 

such as own production or market prices); and (iii) information on response strategies (i.e. the sources of 

food and income that people turn to when exposed to a hazard). The approach can be summarized as 

follows:                                              Baseline + Hazard + Response = Outcome 

 

The two thresholds that are used to determine whether the total income after coping is sufficient to meet 

household needs are the Survival Threshold and the Livelihoods Protection Threshold. The Survival 

Threshold represents the costs to cover minimum survival requirements, including minimum food (2,100 

kcal per person per day), water (if purchased in the zone) and the means to prepare food. If people cannot 

meet the Survival Threshold, their lives are at risk. This threshold is fairly standard across livelihood zones 

                                                           
2 The term response strategy is preferred to coping strategy for two reasons. Firstly, the term coping strategy is often used to 
refer to regular components of everyday livelihood (e.g. firewood sale), which strictly speaking are only coping strategies when 
intensified in response to a hazard. Secondly, coping can be taken to imply that the strategy in question is cost-free, which is 
not always the case.   
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with the exception of water, which is often not purchased but collected. The second threshold is the 

Livelihoods Protection Threshold, which includes the cost of survival as well as basic education, health, 

productive inputs and minimum household items purchased in an average year. This threshold will vary 

across livelihood zones and wealth groups because of differences in production costs (e.g. a wealthy 

pastoralist with 100 cattle will have very different input requirements than a poor household living in a 

cropping area.) The Livelihoods Protection Threshold is the standard threshold used to determine whether 

humanitarian assistance is required. If households cannot cover these costs, an intervention to protect 

livelihoods (which is crucial for next year’s survival) should be launched. 

Data Collection and Field Methods 

In HEA there are three levels of inquiry. The first level starts with the district level interviews, typically 

with government officials. During district interviews, the assessment team is able to inform district 

officials of the proposed fieldwork and obtain clearances to work at the village level. District level 

interviews are also useful for verifying livelihood zone boundaries, choosing villages where interviews will 

be conducted, collecting important market information, and building up a hazard/event timeline for the 

zone. Many district offices also collect data on production, prices and other reference data that can be 

used throughout the assessment and in the outcome analysis. Market and trader interviews are also 

performed at the district level. Reference year and bad-year information related to market networks, 

access, common commodity prices, and trade routes are collected during this level of inquiry. 

 

Community-level interviews are done in 8 to 12 villages, and this is when information collected at the 

district level is verified and expounded on. During the community-level interviews key informants provide 

a detailed account of local livelihoods, market access, resource availability, seasonality, and differences in 

wealth within the community. Differences in wealth are determined by the community leaders using 

locally defined characteristics.  

 

Once the characteristics of wealth are identified and agreed on by community leaders, households are 

divided into four or more wealth groups. Household-level interviews are conducted in each wealth group 

identified and at every village assessed. Information on food, income and expenditure patterns is 

quantified for a 12-month reference period. 

 

The analysis of the household-level information is facilitated by assessment team leaders and team 

members immediately after the fieldwork is complete. Summary values for food, income and expenditure 

for each wealth group are cross-checked and compiled. The qualitative and quantitative information 

included in each of the following livelihood zone profiles are the results of the fieldwork and subsequent 

analysis. 

 Reference Year 

The baseline data featured for each livelihood zone in this report refer to a specific 12-month time period 

called the reference year. The reference year starts at the beginning of the consumption year, or when 

own household production starts and the lean season ends. Nearly all of the livelihood zones in Sierra 

Leone harvest rice in September and October.  
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The National Seasonal Calendar for Sierra Leone 

This also marks the beginning of their consumption year, which ends in August/September after the lean 

season. The reference year for most of the livelihood zones featured in this report is October 2015 to 

September 2016. Kono-Kenema-Bo Rice, Tree Crops and Timbers Livelihood Zone is the exception, with a 

reference year of September 2015 to August 2016. Provided there are no fundamental and rapid shifts 

in the economy, the information in these HEA baseline profiles is expected to remain valid for between 

five and ten years. This year was chosen because it was the most recent period of average agricultural 

production.  The Ebola Virus Outbreak occurred the year before and though many people throughout 

Sierra Leone were still in recovery, this reference period was selected due to it being the most recent 

year without any acute food insecurity. The reference year does not signify a shock-free year, but rather 

a 12-month period that was not significantly influenced by any major event. 

Seasonality 

 All livelihood zones depend on the main rainy season, which occurs from May until November. 

 Crop preparation commences before the onset of the rains and harvesting occurs toward the 

end of the rainy season in September and October. 

 Generally there is one lean season, which occurs from June until August, which is also the period 

when staple food prices are highest.  

 The main hazards affecting crop production are pest infestations, typically occurring form 

February through April; and flooding, which takes place from July through October. 

  Gold mining activities generally take place during the dry season. 

Seasons

Rainy season r r r r r r r r r r r r r r

Dry season d d d d d d d d d d

Lean season l l l l l l

Main economic activities

Rice Upland p p p p p p p p s s s s w w w w w w h h h h

Rice Lowland h h p p p p p s s h h p p s s h h

Cassava s s s s w w w w w w w w w w w w h h h h p p p p

Maize w h h h p p p p s s s s w w w w h h h p p s s w

Sorgum / Millet p p p p p p p p s s s s w w w w w h h h h

Sweet Potato p p p p s s s s w w w w h h h h

Pepper p p p s s s s w w h h h h h h h h h

Groundnut p p p p s s s s w w w w h h

Cocoa p p p p p s s s h h h h

Coffee h h p p p s s s w w w w h h h h

Oil Palm p p p p p p p s s s s s s s h h h h h h h h

Secondary activities

Livestock peak milk production m m m m m

Livestock peak births b b b b b b

Fishing 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1

Gold mining 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2

Peak expenditure

Staple foods mp mp mp mp mp mp

Education 1 1 1 1

Traditional Ceremonials 3 3 3 3 3 3

Hazards

Wild Bush Fire 1 1 1 1 1 1

Pest infestation 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3

Flooding 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2

Legend p p Land preparation Sowing/plantingw w Weeding h h Harvests

DecJan Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sep Oct Nov
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Livelihood Zone Descriptions 

In 2010, FEWS NET and partners from the Government Ministries, CILSS and WFP undertook the update 

of the first mapping of food economy zones completed in Sierra Leone in 2001 by WFP. The 2010 update 

identified ten livelihood zones.  Six years have passed since then and rural livelihoods in Sierra Leone may 

have changed due to several factors such as the changes on international market commodity prices (iron 

ore, cocoa and coffee) and the impacts of Ebola on crop production, markets functioning, food prices and 

casual labor work.    

In October 2016, FEWS NET and partners updated the 2010 livelihood zoning in order to have a better 

understanding of current rural livelihoods.  

 

The National Livelihood Zone Map for Sierra Leone 
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LIVELIHOOD ZONE DESCRIPTIONS FOR SIERRA LEONE 
Table 1: Livelihood zones of Sierra Leone 

Livelihood 

Zone Name 

Livelihood Zone Description 

SL01: Tonkolili 

Food Crops, 

Gold and Iron 

Ore 

Main crops: rice, cassava, sweet potato, groundnut, maize, pigeon pea, yam and vegetables 

Livestock: Goats and chickens 

General zone description: The zone located in Tonkolili district is a mixture of hills and plains, with 

moderately fertile soils and average annual precipitation above 2000mm.  Households rely primarily on 

rain fed agriculture and to a lesser extent, on irrigated cultivation of inland valley swamp (IVS) rice and 

vegetables. Widespread surface gold deposits are a bigger feature here than in other areas of the 

country and consequently, small-scale gold-mining is very common. Some households may also own 

small amounts of livestock dominated by poultry and small ruminants.  

 

Main markets for households in this zone include: Magburaka, Mile 91, Yele, Matotoka, Makali and 

Masengbe. The road network is limited and in poor condition with lengthy distances to major market 

centers. 

SL02:  

Bombali Food 

Crops, Peppers, 

Tobacco and 

Livestock 

Main crops: Rice, cassava, tobacco, pepper, sweet potato and onion 

Livestock: Goats, chickens, and cattle 

General zone description: The zone is exclusively located within Bombali district with more open bush 

and grass-lands and less forest than the southern part of the country. Average annual precipitation is 

estimated to be generally above 3000mm. Households rely primarily on rain-fed agriculture and to a 

lesser extent on irrigated cultivation of IVS rice and onion. 

 

Main markets for households in this zone include: Makeni, Kamakwie, Batkanu, Makoth, Mayawlo. This 

zone is bordered by Guinea, allowing for cross-border trade of crops (Rice, Pepper, Palm Oil) via the 

Tambaka market. The road network is relatively good and markets are relatively accessible. 

SL03: 

Western Rice, 

Root Crops, 

Cereals and 

Trade Belt 

Main crops: Rice, cassava, sweet potato, maize, millet, groundnut and vegetables 

Livestock: Goats, chickens, and cattle 

General zone description: This is the most populated and one of the largest livelihoods zones in Sierra 

Leone. It lies mainly in the districts of Bo, Kambia, Moyamba and Port Loko. The zone is a transit area 

between the east and the coast, and as a result, some inland fishing occurs. The main crop is upland 

rice, with some ‘swamp’ and riverine rice, which becomes the most prevalent rice in the far north. 

Cassava is grown everywhere to varying degrees, but especially in the central areas, while sweet potato 

is generally a minor crop. 

 

The zone is connected to Guinea through Kambia, from which some trading advantage is gained in the 

rural areas. 

SL04:  

Coastal Food 

Crops and 

Fishing 

Main crops: Rice, cassava, sweet potato, maize, and groundnuts 

Livestock: Chickens, and small ruminants 

General zone description: The coastal strip is the highest-rainfall area of the country, with annual 

precipitation above 3000mm. 
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Rice and cassava are the main food crops produced and traded. The final destination of the rice is 

Freetown or Guinea via the Barmoi weekly market in Kambia district. Cassava is first processed into gari 

before following the same market route as rice.  Palm oil is a major sales product, particularly towards 

the south where it offers more income than cassava or rice. The seaside niche for coconuts results in 

some coconut oil for sale. 

 

Fish sales are important, although there is a varying dependence on this income from one community 

to the next. 

SL05: 

Kailahun-

Kenema-

Pujehun Cash 

Crops, Food 

Crops and 

Trade 

Main crops: Cocoa, rice, coffee, oil palm, cassava, maize and rubber 

Livestock: Poultry, small ruminants and cattle 

General zone description: The ecology of this zone is more hilly terrain and tropical forest cover than 

the rest of the interior of the country. While timber is in abundance, households rarely cut the trees for 

income because of a ban on logging in most of the zone. It borders both Guinea and Liberia. Kailahun 

acts as a major frontier market for trading commodities in large quantities. Palm oil, rice and cassava 

are the most highly sought commodities by Guinea and Liberia, and at times the demand can draw out 

most of the supply in this region. 

 

What makes this zone unique in the country is the concentration of palm, cocoa, coffee and kola nut 

trees. These commodities are a primary source of income for most households – either through sales 

or through employment as farm labor. 

SL06: 

Kono-Kenema-

Bo Rice, Tree 

Crops and 

Timbers 

Main crops: Cocoa, rice, coffee, oil palm, and timber cassava, maize, rubber 

Livestock: Poultry and small ruminants 

General zone description: This zone shares major livelihood patterns with Zone 5 (Kailahun-Kenema-

Pujehun Cash Crops, Food Crops & Trade), however, timber plays a greater role. Diamond and gold 

mining occurs on a localized level, as in Zone 5, but it has been a more important part of households’ 

income than in Zone 5. 

SL07: 

Koinadugu 

Food Crops, 

Livestock and 

Trade 

Main crops: Rice, cassava, groundnuts, sweet potato, maize, sorghum, pulses and millet 

Livestock: Poultry, small ruminants and cattle 

General zone description: This zone occupies a great part of the highland areas of the northeast, with 

altitudes around 500 to 700 meters. The vegetation is mainly savannah, forest and grasslands. Crops 

are grown on the relatively fertile soil. There is also millet, some sorghum, and pulses including: pigeon 

peas, cowpeas, broad-beans and black-eye peas. Additionally, appreciable amounts of groundnuts are 

grown, while cassava and sweet potatoes are of lesser importance. The zone is known for livestock, 

especially cattle. The cattle are not numerous in relation to the land area and are overwhelmingly 

owned by the minority population of ethnic Fulani who are nomadic herders. 

 

The road network is poor. The main food crops traded at local markets is rice, pulses, sorghum and 

millet.   

SL08: 

Follosaba 

Dembelia and 

Wara Wara 

Main crops: Pepper, cabbage, carrots, rice, cassava, sweet potato, maize, sorghum and pulses 

Livestock: Poultry, small ruminants and cattle 

General zone description: This is a small but distinctive higher-elevation area dominated by the 

savannah in Wara Wara Yagala chiefdom and grassland in Follosaba dembelia. The geography is 

favorable to vegetable production, especially the valuable chili peppers which find a market as far as 
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Yagala 

Vegetables 

Freetown. Cabbage, carrots, onions, leafy vegetables, lettuce, tomato and okra are the other main 

vegetables which make this zone distinctive. 

 

The poor roads and long distances to market centers is a major obstacle, especially since many rely 

heavily on vegetable marketing.  

SL09: 

Freetown Peri- 

Urban 

Livestock: Poultry 

General zone description: This rural zone is composed of Koya, Mountain, Waterloo and York wards in 

the Western Area Rural district. The dense population supplies the demand for both commodities and 

casual labor. The zone contains a long shoreline as well as an extensive hinterland marked by the high 

Peninsula Mountain ridge, which has the effect of concentrating the population on the lower hills and 

near the shore. 

 

The bulk of households’ food comes from the market rather than their fields, and the cash for this and 

other essential costs comes from production, the sale of fish, but mostly from urban-linked activities. 

SL010: Rice 

Bowl Areas 

Main crops: Rice, cassava, groundnuts and sweet potato 

Livestock: Poultry and small ruminants 

General zone description: This zone cuts across parts of Port Loko, Bombali and Bonthe and forms a 

substantial territory. It is distinguished by a heavy concentration of inland rice production, although 

substantial upland rice and cassava are also grown.  

 

Rice is the common factor in this non-contiguous livelihood zone, but there are slight differences 

between the areas.  Households in the Port Loko area, for instance, tend to own more small ruminants 

and poultry than elsewhere, and in Bonthe there is a relatively heavy emphasis on cassava as a second 

staple. The Bombali part lacks the coastal fishing and mangrove resources. 

 

Overall access to market for commodities other than rice and cassava is poor due to poor road network 

and poor market infrastructure.  
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Sierra Leone Baseline Profile 

Tonkolili Food Crops, Gold and Iron Ore Livelihood 
Zone (SL01)  

December, 20163 

Zone Description 

 
The Tonkolili Food Crops, Gold and Iron Ore Livelihood Zone 
is located in the centre of the country and includes the 
northern half of Tonkolili district (seven chiefdoms4) and a 
small section of Koinadugu district (Diang chiefdom only). 
 
The livelihood zone’s topography is a mixture of flat plains 
and hills which precede the more mountainous areas of 
north-eastern Sierra Leone. Three major rivers flow through 
the zone, they are the Rokel, the Jong and the Pampana 
rivers. Local soils are moderately fertile and the vegetation 
cover includes savannah and pockets of scrubland and bush. 
Overall the zone receives less rainfall than the coastal belt, 
yet precipitation is higher in the south than in the north of 
the livelihood zone. Rainfall averages between 2000 to 3000 
mm per annum. Temperatures range from 20° C to 35° C. 
The population density is 76 people per square kilometer. 
 
Mineral deposits are a bigger feature here than in other 
areas of the country. As a result, there is significant potential 
for the development of a local extractive economy, 
specifically the mining of iron ore and gold and to a lesser 
extent diamonds. In fact, the iron ore deposits in the hills 

around Bumbuna, Mabonto and Bendugu are considered to be the largest in Africa. Additional mineral resources 
include bauxite which is not currently being exploited, and chromite which is exploited at a small-scale by a limited 
number of private investors from outside the zone. As of yet, gold has been exploited by small-scale artisanal 
mining operations owned by local households living near the gold sites, especially near Magburaka, who rely on 
local laborers to carry out the mining by hand. Iron ore, on the contrary, is mined by multinational companies who 
also employ local people. The main iron ore company is Shandong Iron and Steel Group. All mining operations had 
to be halted during the Ebola crisis due to fears of contagion among laborers and the repatriation of international 

                                                           
3 Fieldwork for the current profile was undertaken in November 2016. The information presented in this profile refers to 
the reference year, which was the consumption year that covered the period October 2015 – September 2016. Normally, 
provided there are no fundamental and rapid shifts in the economy, the information in this profile is expected to remain 
valid for approximately five to ten years (i.e.2021-2026). However, the impact from the temporary closure of mining 
operations and the resulting lack of labor opportunities during the reference year may warrant the updating of this 
particular profile before five years. All prices referred to in the document are for the reference year. 
4 Namely: Kholifa Rowala, Tane, Kunike Barina, Kunike Sande, Sambaya, Kalansagoia and Kafe Simira.  
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staff and had still not resumed by September 2016, leading to the drying up of labor opportunities in this sector.  

Local livelihoods are based primarily on the production and sale of rain fed crops: vegetables (including chilli 
peppers), rice, sweet potatoes, cassava, groundnuts and oil palm, as well as smaller quantities of maize, beans, 
sesame and sorghum. Crop sales are the main source of income for all households in this zone, however, income 
levels vary considerably between wealth groups depending on access to land and the financial capacity to invest 
in cash crop production. Very poor and poor households are essentially subsistence farmers who divide their labor 
power between their own farms and working for others. Middle and better off households, on the contrary, are 
medium to large-scale farmers who can generate over three quarters of their annual from crop sales. Chilli peppers, 
groundnuts, palm oil and rice are the main cash crops grown by wealthier farmers. 
 
As in other livelihood zones, subsistence livestock rearing provides a small additional source of income for most 
families, as does small-scale petty trading and other types of self-employment.  

 

Markets 

 
The zone benefits from the proximity of a main tarmac road that links the central town of Makeni to different 
points of the country (north towards Kambia and Guinea, west towards Port Loko and Freetown and south towards 
Bo and Liberia). Most villages, however, are far from this thoroughfare and access roads into chiefdoms are few 
and in poor condition. As a result, overall market access is low. The local transport network is a mixture of tarmac, 
dirt roads and informal tracks. During the dry season the roads are more accessible, during the wet season, 
however, road access becomes more difficult due to localised flooding and the poor state of the roads. The main 
markets serving the zone are Magburaka, Mile 91, Yele, Matotika, Makali and Masengbe.  
 
Farmers generally take their own crops to the local daily or weekly markets, hiring motorbike transport or carrying 
their produce on themselves. From there, wholesale traders take crops to primary markets and onwards to 
Freetown and/or Conakry. The exception to this is when roads are impassable during the rainy season; then 
farmers are forced to sell to wholesale traders who travel directly to the farm gate by truck. 
 
The four main crops sold in this livelihood zone are chilli peppers and other vegetables, groundnuts, rice and palm 
oil. They all follow the same trade route from the farm gate or local markets, to Matotika or Magburaka markets 
and from there, mostly, to Freetown. An alternative route is via Mile 91 and then directly to Freetown. Rice is 
primarily traded from November to January, straight after harvest. Groundnuts are traded between September 
and October and chilli peppers and other vegetables from October to December. Palm oil is produced and 
marketed as from October.   
 
Livestock sales follow the same trade routes. Goats and sheep sales peak in September (the height of the lean 
season) and December (due to an increase in demand linked to the Christmas and end of year festivities). Chickens 
are traded year-round. Livestock trade is not an important part of the local economy, however, and reflects a 
response strategy in times of need rather than a common year-round economic activity. 
 
Rice is imported into the livelihood zone during the lean period from May till September. Imported rice arrives in 
Freetown, mainly from East Asia, and is trucked by wholesalers to Makeni or Mile 91 from where it is transported 
onwards to Magburaka or Matotoka. Local wholesale traders take it to smaller local markets and to shop vendors 
within the different chiefdoms. 
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In this livelihood zone, 80% of the labor is undertaken within the local rural area. A further 15% of labor is 
undertaken in local towns. Only 5% of labor leave the zone for Freetown and other large cities. Before the Ebola 
crisis, seasonal migration to Tonkolili and Kono to work in artisanal gold mines was also common, especially during 
the dry season (between November and May) when finding local agricultural work becomes more difficult. Since 
the crisis, however, all extraction activities have been paused. 
 
 

Timeline and Reference Year 

 

The baseline assessment refers to a very specific time period called the reference year. In the Tonkolili Food Crops, 
Gold and Iron Ore Livelihood Zone the reference year covered the consumption period from October 2015 to 
September 2016. During community leader interviews, informants were asked to rank the last five years in terms 
of seasonal performance with ‘1’ indicating a poor season and ‘5’ an excellent season. The table below, which 
summarizes the response of the community leaders, shows year quality by production year which starts with the 
planting period in May and ends with the dry harvests which are spread out between September/October and 
February of the following year. Therefore, the production year of 2015-2016 corresponds to the consumption year 
of October 2015-September 2016.  
 
As shown in the table, the production year corresponding to the reference year had a slightly above-average 
harvest thanks to good rainfall and good crop yields, minimal pest attacks to crops and stable prices for crop 
harvests. The previous production year, 2014-2015, was considered a very poor season for household food security 
due to the Ebola outbreak. Government bans on trading and movement, implemented to reduce the spread of the 
virus, significantly reduced the availability of inputs and marketing options. Death, illness and the need to care for 
family members also significantly reduced the availability of labor. The three years before the Ebola epidemic were 
all considered to be average and above average for household food security, following adequate rainfall, the 
absence of diseases or pest infestations, minimal flooding and good prices for crops.  
 
Note: the reference year used for the baseline profiles follows the Ebola Virus crisis in Sierra Leone and neighboring 
coastal countries. While rural livelihoods had, overall, recuperated to pre-crisis levels, the impact of the crisis was 
still visible in different areas. Additionally, the country has undergone a period of sharp currency devaluation 
against the dollar.  
 

Production Year Season Rank Critical Events 

2015-2016 2015-16 4 
Post-Ebola recovery period. Above average crop production. Mining 
sector temporarily closed down. 

2014-2015 2014-15 2 
Ebola crisis period: restrictions on movement, market closures, lack 
of labor opportunities and labor for hire, abandonment of farms, 
rodent and pest attacks. 

2013-2014 2013-2014 3.5 
Slightly above average agricultural campaign. Start of Ebola crisis: 
limited availability of inputs, start of labor challenges, NGOs leaving 
country. 

2012-2013 2012-2013 4 Above average agricultural campaign. 

2011-2012 2011-2012 4 Above average agricultural campaign.  

5 = an excellent season for household food security (e.g. due to good rains, good prices, good crop yields, etc.) 
4 = a good season or above average season for household food security 



19 
 
 

3 = an average season in terms of household food security 
2 = a below average season for household food security 
1 = a poor season (e.g. due to drought, flooding, livestock disease, pest attack) for household food security 

 

 

 

Seasonal Calendar for Reference Year 

 
 
Lowland rice takes less time to cultivate due to the use of more fertile soils and the constant moisture of the swamp 
environment. However, lowland rice cultivation is restricted to those households who have access to this type of land, 
which is not the majority. Land preparation for lowland rice is performed in May/June, planting in July and August and 
the crop is ready for harvest in December. Household rice stores from the two rice harvests last for five to eight 
months, depending on the amount of land cultivated, crop yields and access to other food sources. Rice sales peak 
during and immediately after the harvest, from October through to March.   
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Vegetables are mainly grown during the rainy season and harvested as and when each variety has matured. Oil palm 
is also harvested at different intervals during the second half of the rainy season. Cassava doesn’t have a particular 
harvest season and can be harvested continuously throughout the year, however, reliance on cassava tends to 
increase during the lean season when cereal harvest are not yet available.  
 

Poor households in need of cash search for work throughout the year, however, it is the period of land preparation 
between February and April when labor is most in demand and laborers can earn significant income working for better 
off farmers. Demand for labor also peaks during the oil palm kernel harvest, which is followed by the processing of 
the kernels into oil. Only middle and better off households cultivate oil palm and rely on hiring laborers from poorer 
households to assist in the production of oil. For poor households requiring cash, the need to work on other farms for 
immediate income (or in return for food) often means they are unable to complete their own farm’s requirements, 
compromising their harvests. The reduction in demand for agricultural labor is most noticeable at the end of the year 
when some migration in search of work in the local towns (and mines when in operation) occurs. 
 
Local livestock sales peak from September when livestock condition is at its best following four months of good 
pasture and water availability. Livestock sales also peak in December, when chickens, goats and sheep are slaughtered 
for Christmas. Smaller increases in sales are seen in March/April for initiation sessions and again for Ramadan.  
 
Investment into pretty trading increases after the harvests when households have surplus cash, but this activity can 
continue year-round as necessary.  
 
While livestock diseases peak during the dry season when animals have less food and water, human diseases peak in 
July, August and September, at the end of the lean season when households are weakened from a limited diet and 
water sources are often contaminated by heavy rains and flooding.  
  
In this zone, the lean season runs from June to September. This is the time when household food stocks, particularly 
stores from the rice and cassava harvests, run low or are depleted and the new harvest season has not yet begun. 
Food prices spike during these three months and money to purchase food is especially tight, making the impact of 
higher food prices significant. Lack of storage facilities and the inability to preserve the rice harvest through the lean 
season is another factor that makes this period difficult for households.   
 

 

Wealth Breakdown and Productive Assets 
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The table above summarizes the types and numbers of productive assets that typical households within each wealth 
group own and/or manage. The graph inside the table shows the percent of households within the zone that falls into 
each wealth group.  
 
The main local determinant of wealth is the amount of land owned and cultivated by each household. The amount of 
land exploited by households in the different wealth groups varies enormously. This leads not only to very different 
profiles of food security due to differences in levels of self-sufficiency in food crops, but also to large differences in 
income levels, as a large portion of land is dedicated to growing cash crops which are reserved for income generation 
not consumption.  
 
The majority of households considered to be very poor do not own any land but are granted the use of communal 
plots or unused plots from wealthier households. The amount of land owned - and cultivated - increases along the 
wealth spectrum. The difference can be as large as nine times more land exploited by better-off households than very 
poor households (comparing the midpoint values). 
 
All wealth groups grow similar seasonal crops, only the yields vary due to differences in cultivation methods. Middle 
and better off households have sufficient capital to hire laborers and to use better quality and larger amounts of 
agricultural inputs. Additionally, these households often have the necessary space and facilities to stock their produce 
and await a better price once the bulk of the local harvests has been sold. Furthermore, middle and better off 
households have the means to cultivate permanent crops such as oil palms and, often, also a variety of fruit trees 
(mango, oranges, coconuts or yemani trees) which they sell. Such crops require a considerable amount of time 
between the initial capital investment for planting and the profit from the sale of fruits; reasons why poorer 
households do not grow palms and fruit trees. 
 
Household sizes vary with wealth. The better off groups tend to have the largest households, with a range of 8-12 
people per household, compared to 4-7 people per households among the very poor. The additional active members 
of the household can be engaged in working the land or, alternatively, in petty trade and other business activities.  
 
The very poor group make up the biggest percentage of the population, comprising just over a third of households in 
the livelihood zone. The groups become incrementally smaller with the better off being the smallest group at just 
under 20% of all households.  

 

 

Sources of Food 

 
The graphs below present the sources of food for households in different wealth groups in the livelihood zone for the 
period October 2015-September 2016. October represents the start of the consumption year because it is when the 
main harvest of upland rice, the staple cereal, begins, thereby marking the end of the hunger period. Food is presented 
as a percentage of 2100 kcal per person per day for the 12-month period. This was considered a normal year. 
 
Households in this zone get their food in four different ways; they grow it themselves, they purchase it, they receive 
it as payment in kind for their agricultural labor or they forage for wild foods. 
 
Very poor and poor households generated about half of their annual food requirements from their own land, despite 
their small plots and the time spent working on others’ farms. During the reference year, very poor households 
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produced an average of 300 kg of rice and poor households an average of 500 kg. In comparison, the rice production 
for middle households reached 1 ton and close to 2 tons among better off households. Thanks to the larger amounts 
of rice produced by middle and better off households their dependency on staple food purchases was lower, while 
very poor and poor households depended on staples purchased from the market to cover 20% of their annual food 
needs. 
Among the crops included 
under ‘other own crops’, 
groundnuts, cassava and 
sorghum were the most 
important in terms of the 
calories generated (each 
contributing between 4% and 
6% of minimum household 
food needs). Palm oil 
contributed 10% of food needs 
for middle and better off 
households. Very poor and 
poor households did not 
cultivate oil palm, however, 
they collected oil kernels from 
the bush and from disused 
agricultural plots to produce 
their own oil (included under 
‘wild foods’). 
 

 
 
In the graph, food access is expressed as a percentage of minimum food requirements, taken 
as an average food energy intake of 2100 kcals per person per day. 

 
Rice purchases represented between 20% and 5% of annual food consumption decreasing in importance with wealth, 
while non-staple food purchases increased with wealth and represented 10-20% of annual food needs. Included under 
‘non-staple foods’ are beans, sugar, vegetable oil, dried and fresh fish, meat, bread and vegetables. Middle and better 
off households bought larger amounts of these more expensive food items thanks to their larger disposable incomes.  
 
Unlike other zones, food gifts are not common in this area. Food loans are, however, more common. Poorer 
households borrowed rice (25kg – 50kg) from wealthier households during the peak lean months of July and August. 
Repayment normally involved providing labor for these households during the harvesting season at the end of the 
year. 

 
The total amount of food consumed by very poor households remained below the minimum annual requirements and 
poor households barely met the minimum benchmark. The reliance on wild foods (especially wild yams, fish and wild 
oil palm) for between 15% and 20% of their annual food needs highlights further the high levels of food insecurity 
among the two bottom wealth groups in this livelihood zone. 
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Sources of Cash Income 

 
Households rely on a range of cash income 
sources in this zone including: crop sales, 
labor sales, self-employment and petty trade. 
Additionally, livestock sales, the sale of wild 
foods, receiving remittances from family 
members and/or the contributions from 
migrant labor, as well as credit (labeled 
‘other’) provide a small amount of extra 
income for different wealth groups. 
 
During the reference year, all households 
including the very poor derived at least half 
of their annual income from the sale of food 
and cash crops. The difference in annual 
income levels is, nevertheless, staggering. On 
average, better off households earnt nine 
times more cash than very poor households - 
crop sales alone generated six times the total 
income of the very poor. Having access to 
much larger amounts of land and the capital 
to hire laborers is the reason behind such 
stark differences in income at the two ends 
of the wealth spectrum. 
 
The second set of graphs help to illustrate the 
typical income profile of each wealth group. 
Very poor and poor households are 
essentially subsistence farmers who divide 
their labor power between their own farms 
and working for others. Poor households rely 
a little less on working for others and more 
on their own crop sales; however, a hazard 
affecting agricultural production will greatly 
impact the income levels of both groups. 
 
During the reference year, the production of 
cash crops represented 30-40% of the annual 
income for very poor and poor households. 
Groundnuts were the main cash crop 
produced by very poor households, followed 
by vegetables; 

 
The graph provides a breakdown of total annual cash income in Sierra 
Leonean Leones according to income source. 

 

The graph provides a breakdown of total annual cash income as a percent of 
annual cash income. 

INCOME SUMMARY TABLE (SLL) 

Wealth 
group 

Very poor Poor  

 

Middle Better off 

Annual 
income per 
household 5 

2-3 
million 

3-5 
million 

8-14 million 18-24 million 

 

                                                           
5 The average exchange rate from October 2015 – September 2016 was 1 USD = 5500 SLL. 
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while for poor households chilli peppers were the main cash crop, followed by groundnuts and other vegetables. 
Additionally, poor households sold on average one goat, and both wealth groups sold chicken. Both wealth groups 
also sold palm oil and/or oil palm kernels which they collected from the bush. 
 
Middle and better off households are medium to large-scale farmers. They generated approximately 70% to 80% of 
their annual income from crop sales, especially from chilli peppers, groundnuts, palm oil and rice. It was also common 
from them to trade crops. Households purchase agricultural produce during harvest time when prices are low, stock 
it and sell it at a later date when local food stocks have been depleted and the prices are high. In most of the villages, 
the middle and better off wealth groups engaged in petty trade, purchasing a variety of manufactured goods and 
foods from the towns within the livelihood zone and re-selling them at village level for a profit. Additionally, better off 
households invested some of their capital in self-employment activities, the most common of which was motorized 
transport. As local transport is virtually non-existent and the ownership of a motorbike presents real opportunities for 
income generation.  
 
Once again, it must be noted that artisanal gold mining is normally present in different areas within this livelihood 
zone and is a common source of income for households across all wealth groups. However, operations were halted 
during the Ebola crisis and during the post-Ebola recovery period (the reference year for this assessment) most 
households were devoting their efforts to re-establishing their crops. Equally, multinational iron ore mining companies 
who previously hired local laborers were yet to re-open. 

 

Expenditure Patterns 

 
The graph presents expenditure 
patterns for the reference year October 
2015 – September 2016.  While absolute 
expenditure increases with wealth in 
line with total cash income, the 
expenditure breakdown by percent in 
this graph shows the relative amount of 
income spent on different categories.   
 
As in other areas of Sierra Leone, 
households need to spend money 
throughout the year on a range of goods 
and services. These include: staple and 
non-staple food, household items, 
productive inputs, social services like 
schooling and health as well as clothing 
and other miscellaneous items. 
 

 

 

The graph provides a breakdown of total annual cash expenditure according to 
category of expenditure 
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Expenditure patterns reflect the realities noted above in the sections on sources of food and income. Very poor and 
poor households relied on the market to provide 30-35% of their food needs and, as a result, spent much of their 
annual budget (50%) on food - between a quarter and a third of the household budget was spent on purchasing rice 
alone. On the contrary, middle and better off households only spent 8% and 2% of their income respectively on 
purchasing rice as their own stocks were considerably larger and lasted longer, despite their larger household sizes. 
Middle and better off households did however spend considerable amounts of their annual budget on non-staple 
foods, items which are often much more expensive than staple foods.  
 
Investment in inputs (the blue bar in the graph above) reflects the economic profile of each wealth group and is the 
second largest expenditure after food for middle and better off households. Included in this category are: seeds, 
fertilizer, agricultural tools, labor hire, ploughing and transport to and from the market, as well as marketplace taxes. 
Very poor and poor households only spent money on seeds, replacing worn out agricultural tools and occasionally 
paying for transport to market. After paying for food, household items and basic services, little is left for agricultural 
inputs which could be used to boost their income. Hiring agricultural labor was, by far, the largest expense for middle 
and better off households, representing just under 70% of the value of all agricultural inputs. While very poor and 
poor households only reinvested 10% of the income derived from crop sales into agricultural production, middle and 
better of households reinvested between 35% and 40% of the income from crop sales. Vegetable and palm oil are 
particularly input and labor rich crops; vegetables require the use of fertilizers and specialist seeds and both crops 
require larger amounts of labor than cereals and tubers.  
 
Household items are the biggest expenditure after food for poor and very poor households. This category includes - 
in order of importance to the household’s budget - salt and condiments, soap, lighting and replacing kitchen utensils. 
It is only better off households that pay for firewood and for the mechanical grinding for grains, all other households 
collect firewood from the bush and pound cereals manually. Water is accessed freely from communal hand pumps 
for which the community covers the costs of maintenance and repair. 
 
The category ‘social services’ refers to expenditure on schooling and health. On average, all households spent about 
2%-3% of their income on medicines and other health costs. Per capita expenditure on health was twice as high for 
better off households than other households. An average of 10% of income was spent on schooling. Again, better off 
households spent almost twice as much as middle households on education per capita and four times as much as very 
poor households. Nevertheless, given the large disparities of income, the difference could have been much higher.  
 
After clothes, the final expenditure category is a miscellaneous category (labelled ‘other’). It includes cash gifts and 
community contributions, expenditure on festivals, tobacco, local brews, phone credit and charging fees, cosmetics, 
house repairs and some cash savings. As expected, the amount of disposable income spent on non-essentials was 
higher for middle and better off households than for very poor and poor households. During a bad year, households 
can limit expenditure on these goods and services to devote more income to basic necessities.  
 

 

Hazards 

 

The chronic hazards, which affect the livelihood on a yearly basis, are crop pests and diseases, livestock diseases 
and bush fires. The most common agricultural pest are rice caseworm, grasshoppers, rodents and birds; the most 
common disease is cassava mosaic. With regards to livestock diseases, the Peste des Petits Rumminants (PPR) is the 
most common. 
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The main and most devastating periodic hazard is flooding resulting from heavy rains at the height of the rainy 
season. Every two to three years there are particularly heavy rains that wash out crops before they are established, 
reducing yields or devastating the entire harvest. Flooding also makes roads inaccessible, making it difficult and more 
costly to take crops to the market.  
 
 
 

Response Strategies 

 
In response to hazards and years with bad production, households attempt to meet their minimum food needs and 
cash requirements through a number of strategies. The common strategies used in this livelihood zone are detailed 
below: 
 

 All households try to reduce expenditure on non-essential or more expensive items first and use that money to 
buy the cheaper staples and basic necessities. 'Luxury' items like meat, fish, cosmetics or tobacco are limited or 
cut out altogether, less is spent on phone credit or transport.  

 

 Poorer households try to increase their labor income from agricultural work, seeking out more hours working on 
farms owned by better of farmers during land preparation, weeding and harvesting. The better off group who 
employ the poorer households may, however, also reduce labor costs as a coping strategy, lowering the demand 
for labor. When money supply is low and/or food prices high it is common for households to work in return for 
food.  

 

 Most households also try to increase their animal sales. Middle and better off households have more livestock 
and can exploit this strategy to a larger extent than poorer households. Poorer households are limited to 
increasing the sale of chickens and, very occasionally, selling an extra sheep or a goat. 
 

 Poorer households can intensify the collection wild foods (bush yams, fish and ‘wild’ oil palm from disused 
plantations) for consumption and sale.  
 

 Middle and better off households may increase the volume of petty trade. Additionally, those who have family 
members working in towns, in the capital or even abroad can request additional remittances.  

  

Key Parameters for Monitoring 

 
The key parameters listed in the table below are food and income sources that make a substantial contribution to 
the household economy in the Tonkolili Food Crops, Gold and Iron Ore Livelihood Zone. These should be monitored 
to indicate potential losses or gains to local household economies, either through on-going monitoring systems or 
through periodic assessments.  
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Item Key Parameter - Quantity Key Parameter – Price 

Crops  Rice – production levels 

 Cassava – production levels 

 Maize – production levels 

 Sesame – production levels 

 Vegetables – production levels 

 Oil palm – production levels 

 Groundnuts – production levels 

 Chilli peppers – production levels 

 Sorghum – production levels 

 Sweet potatoes – production levels 
 

 Rice – producer prices 

 Cassava – producer prices 

 Maize – producer prices 

 Sesame – producer prices 

 Vegetables – producer prices 

 Oil palm – producer prices 

 Groundnuts – producer prices 

 Chilli peppers – producer prices 
 

Livestock production  n/a   

Other food and cash 
income 

 Wild foods - availability 

 Agricultural labor (pre-harvest) - demand 

 Agricultural labor (harvest) - demand 

 Self-employment - volume 

 Petty trade - volume 
 

 Wild foods - prices 

 Agricultural labor (pre-harvest) – labor 
rates (in kind and in cash) 

 Agricultural labor (harvest) - labor rates 
(in kind and in cash) 
 

Expenditure   Rice – market prices 

 Oil – market prices 
 

 

 

 

Program Implications 

 
The longer-term program implications suggested below include those that were highlighted by the wealth group 
interviewees themselves and those made by the assessment team following detailed discussions and observations 
in the field.  All suggestions require further detailed feasibility studies.  
 

Very poor  Poor  Middle  Better off  

Increase access to 
agricultural inputs, 
especially tools, fertilizers 
and seeds  

Increase access to 
agricultural inputs, 
especially tools, fertilizers 
and seeds 

Improve post-harvest 
storage facilities 

Improve post-harvest 
storage facilities 

Increase availability of 
loan facilities/ 
microfinance assistance  

Increase availability of 
loan facilities/ 
microfinance assistance 

Increase access to 
livestock drugs  

Assistance with 
mechanization of farming 

Support for livestock 
rearing 

Support for livestock 
rearing 

Improve sanitation 
facilities  

Improve water supply 

House construction  Rice farming assistance Develop markets at 
community level 

Increase availability of 
loan facilities/ 
microfinance assistance 

Improve telephone 
network  

   

 
 



28 
 
 

Sierra Leone Baseline Profile 

Bombali Food Crops, Peppers, Tobacco and Livestock 
Livelihood Zone (SL02) 

January, 20176 

Zone Description 

 
The Bombali Food Crops, Peppers, Tobacco and Livestock 
Livelihood Zone occupies the vast majority of Bombali 
district (11 chiefdoms7) in the north of Sierra Leone.  
 
The topography of the zone is a mixture of undulating 
plains, hills and valleys and the vegetation varies between 
savannah, bush and forests, although the forest cover is 
considerably lower than in the southern part of the 
country. Low lying marshlands are used for rice cultivation, 
however access to this type of land is limited and most 
households only cultivate upland rice. Varied natural 
resources can be found in the forested areas of the zone 
(wild foods, timber, palm wine) and fishing is practiced 
along the main rivers (the Rokel and Pampana rivers and 
their many tributaries). Annual rainfall levels range from 
2500 mm to 3000 mm and average temperatures vary 
between 25oC and 30oC. Population density is an average 
of 76 people per km2.  
 
Local livelihoods in this agricultural zone are based on the 
production of a wide variety of rain fed crops, including 
food crops (rice, groundnuts, cassava, sweet potatoes, 

beans, sorghum and millet) and cash crops (chili peppers, sesame, tobacco, yams, oil palm and fruits). This is one of 
the few livelihood zones where tobacco is grown, however, the level of production is low and reserved to middle 
and better off households.  
 
Crop production is complemented by livestock production; most households raise goats, sheep and chicken in small 
numbers at subsistence levels. Large livestock are not typical in this zone. There is, however, a minority Fulani 
community resident within the zone – as well as other northern livelihood zones - whose livelihoods are specialized 
on cattle rearing and trade. Additionally, there is also a minority Susu community who specialize in mining. Both 
activities remain niche sectors and are not typical for the majority of the population in the livelihood zone. 
 

                                                           
6Fieldwork for the current profile was undertaken in January 2016. The information presented in this profile refers to the 
reference year, which was the consumption year that covered the period October 2015-September 2016. Provided there 
are no fundamental and rapid shifts in the economy, the information in this profile is expected to remain valid for 
approximately five to ten years (i.e. 2021-2026). All prices referred to in the document are for the reference year. 

7 Namely: Briwa, Bombali Shebora, Gbanti Kamaranka, Gbendembu Ngowahun, Magbaimba Ndorwahun, Paki Masabong, 
Safroko Limba, Sanda Loko, Sanda Tendaran, Sella Limba and Tambakha. 
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In addition to agriculture and livestock, which provide between 65% and 75% of households’ annual incomes, other 
common income sources are petty trade, motorbike transport and remittances.  

 

Markets 

 
Road infrastructure within the livelihood zone is network is relatively good and markets are relatively accessible. 
A main road traverses the zone from north to south, from Guinea to Makeni via Kamakwi. During the wet season the 
most isolated communities become hard to reach due to the erosion of the earth tracks and the lack of crossings 
across rivers and swampy areas. During the dry season, however, the roads are mostly passable without major 
difficulties. There is little reliable means of transport and most households rely on motorbike transport (okada) to 
take their crops to market. Due to the lack of transport, the prices for commodities at different villages within the 
same chiefdom vary considerably.  
 
The main markets serving households in this zone are Makeni, Kamakwie, Batkanu, Makoth and Mayawlo. The zone 
borders with Guinea to the north and cross-border trade of crops (rice, chili peppers and palm oil) is common via the 
border market of Tambaka.  
The main crops sold are rice, groundnuts, peppers, palm oil and tobacco. Most the crops are sold locally, either at 
farm gate or at the local markets and transported to Makeni for onward transportation to Freetown, where prices 
are usually higher than in Makeni. The pepper trade peaks between September and December. Tobacco can be sold 
directly to tobacco traders who often provide inputs on credit as a way of securing access to harvests later in the 
season.  
 
Livestock is also sold locally, to be transported and sold in Makeni or in Freetown. Livestock sales peak in September 
to October during the lean season and the start of the school year, again in December when demand rises due to 
Christmas and New Year Celebrations. Demand also peaks during the Muslim celebrations.  
 
Trading in imported rice is visible year-round, but peaks during the lean season from June to September, when 
households’ own supplies are spent. Imported rice arrives in Freetown from China and Thailand and is trucked by 
wholesalers to Makeni town market from where it is sold to local wholesale traders and smaller retailers.  
 
The labor market is overwhelming local and agricultural. The communities interviewed during the assessment 
estimated that 70% of labor was performed in the rural areas inside the zone for households within the same village 
or in neighboring villages and 30% of labor was performed in local towns. Migration outside the zone is not common. 
 

Timeline and Reference Year 

 
The baseline assessment refers to a very specific time period called the reference year. In the Bombali Food Crops, 
Peppers, Tobacco and Livestock Livelihood Zone the reference year covered the consumption period from October 
2015 to September 2016. During community leader interviews, informants were asked to rank the last five years in 
terms of seasonal performance with ‘1’ indicating a poor season and ‘5’ an excellent season. The table below, which 
summarizes the response of the community leaders, shows year quality by production year which starts with the 
planting period in May/June and ends with the harvests in September to December. Therefore, the production year 
of 2015 corresponds to the consumption year of 2015-2016. As shown in the table, the production year 
corresponding to the reference year had a slightly above average harvest, despite the previous poor agricultural 
campaign which was interrupted by the Ebola virus crisis. In the last five years, most years were considered average 
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in terms of food security and livelihoods, although 2012 is remembered as a somewhat poorer year in terms of 
agricultural production in some pockets within the zone. 
 
Note: the reference year used for the baseline profiles follows the Ebola Virus crisis in Sierra Leone and neighboring 
coastal countries. While rural livelihoods had, on the whole, recuperated to pre-crisis levels, the impact of the crisis 
was still visible in different areas. Additionally, the country has undergone a period of sharp currency devaluation 
against the dollar.  

 
 

Production Year Rank Critical Events 

2015 
 

3.5 
End of Ebola, average agricultural production, absence of flooding in lowland rice 
fields. Market activity and price levels restored with the lifting of the restrictions on 
movement 

2014 1 
Outbreak of Ebola, restrictions of movement and trade. 

2013 
 

3 - 3.5 
Average rainfall and agricultural production.  
 

2012 
 

2.5 - 3 
Below average rain, localized food shortages where households received food aid.  

2011 3.5 
Good rainfall results in above average agricultural production.  

 
5 = an excellent season for household food security (e.g. due to good rains, good prices, good crop yields, etc.) 
4 = a good season or above average season for household food security 
3 = an average season in terms of household food security 
2 = a below average season for household food security 
1 = a poor season (e.g. due to drought, flooding, livestock disease, pest attack) for household food security 
 

 

Seasonal Calendar for Reference Year 

 
Like in the rest of the country, the agricultural calendar dominates the seasonal calendar for this livelihood zone, 
which, in turn, is defined by a single rainy season. Rainfall is most intensive during the months of May to October 
with some partial rains in November and December. 
 
All crops grown in this zone are rain fed. Land preparation activities take place between February and April, before 
the start of the rains, except for lowland rice for which land preparation must await the start of the rains and takes 
place between June and July. Few communities own land in swampy areas for lowland rice cultivation and the 
majority of rice is grown on open upland agricultural land. 
 
Sowing starts as soon as the start of the rainy season has been confirmed, usually between May and June. Most crops 
are grown in association, except tobacco, oil palm, peppers and groundnuts which are grown as monocrops if 
cultivated in sufficiently large quantities. There is no prescribed mix of crops, however, and each household 
determines the layout of their crops. Weeding is concentrated between July and August. Most food crops are 
harvested as from October, including upland rice and other cereals and pulses (including groundnuts). Lowland rice 
is not mature until January due to the later planting season (in August). Cassava can be harvested year-round. Most 
varieties require at least 12 months before harvest, with few households planting the 6 month varieties.  
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With regards to cash crops, oil palm can be harvested three times, but the main seasons are March to April and 
September. Tobacco is harvested just before the main cereal harvest. The production of chili peppers is rain fed, not 
irrigated, and follows a similar calendar to cereals and tubers. Sesame also follows the same calendar to cereals. The 
Ministry of Agriculture has introduced the new crops in the zone (cashew nut and pigeon peas) which have been 
adopted by some middle and better off households, but are not yet common across the livelihood zone. 
 
 
 

Livestock sales increase during the lean season as households need to generate additional cash to cover food 
purchases and also during the main Christian and Muslim celebrations.  
 
Like in much of the country, the lean season runs from June to September. This is the time when household food 
stocks are low (especially own rice stocks) and food prices spike. During this time purchasing food and other basic 
items on credit is common, to be repaid once the rice harvest and sales begin. The consumption of cassava increases 
during this time. 

 

*	Enter	the	formatting	codes	to	change	the	colour	of	the	cells	automatically

Rainy season r r r r r r r r r r r r

Crops

Upland rice h h h h lp lp lp lp lp lp p p p p w w w w

Lowland rice h h lp lp lp lp p p w w

Cassava p p p p p p w w w w h h h h h h lp lp

Tubers h h h h lp lp lp lp lp lp p p p p w w h h

Groundnuts h h h h lp lp lp lp p p w w w w

Peppers h h h h h h lp lp lp lp lp lp lp p p p w w w w h h

Beans h h h h lp lp lp lp lp lp lp p p p w w w w

Oil palm h h w w w w h h h h h h w w w w h h

Tobacco lp lp lp lp p p w w w w h h h h

Sesame h h lp lp lp lp lp lp p p w w w w

Livestock

Livestock sales peak sale sale sale sale sale sale sale sale

Livestock diseases 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5

Other

Agricultural labor peak 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4

Wild food collection 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3

Petty trade peak 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4

Palm wine tapping 3 3 3 3 3 3Stress & High 

Expenditure Periods

High staple prices sp sp sp sp sp sp sp sp

Human diseases 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7

Festival season 2 2 2 2

Lean season ls ls ls ls ls ls

Legend Land prep Sowing Weeding Green Cons. Harvest/Thresh.

SepOct Nov Dec Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug
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Wealth Breakdown and Productive Assets 

 
 
The table above summarizes the types and numbers of productive assets that typical households within each wealth 
group own and/or manage. The graph inside the table shows the percent of households within the zone that falls into 
each wealth group.  
 
The main determinant of the wealth in this agricultural livelihood zone is access to land and the capacity to exploit it, 
including the possession of permanent crop plantations (tobacco, oil palms and fruit trees). Livestock plays a secondary 
role in the local definition of wealth. Those at the bottom half of the wealth spectrum, very poor and poor households, 
have a similar asset profile and partake in similar income generating activities. They cultivate between 3 and 5 acres 
of land and grow a variety of rain fed crops but no permanent crops. Only poor households cultivate oil palm and only 
a small number of trees. In general, very poor households do not own any livestock while poor households may own 
between 2-4 animals, although some do not. Households keep a small flock of chickens, which can be easily sold in 
times of need. Besides land and poultry, households own basic agricultural tools (a hoe, a cutlass and an axe), a hunting 
dog and some households may own a phone.  
 
Households on the top half of the wealth spectrum exploit larger amounts of land, between 6 and 12 acres, as they 
do not rely on family labor alone and they can hire additional laborers. The mix of crops grown by middle and better 
off households is similar to their poorer neighbors, but more emphasis and time is dedicated to cash crops 
(groundnuts, oil palm, fruits, tobacco and sesame). Middle and better off households own excess land and often lend 
it out to poorer households within their own ethnic group. In exchange, these households return part of the harvest 
or provide free labor. Middle and better off households own small herds of goats and sheep, averaging 10 to 20 
animals.  
 
Households sizes vary across the wealth groups due to the more frequent existence of polygamous households among 
the middle and better off groups.  
 
According to local community informants, the distribution of households across the four wealth groups was relatively 
balanced. Very poor and poor households make up just over half of all households living in the zone (25% and 30% 
respectively), while middle households represent 30% of the total and better off households the remaining 15%.  
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Sources of Food 

 
The graphs below present the sources of food for households in different wealth groups in the livelihood zone for 
the period October 2015-September 2016. October represents the start of the consumption year because it is when 
the main harvest of the upland rice (the staple cereal) and other cereals begins, thereby marking the end of the 
hunger period. Food is presented as a percentage of 2100 kcal per person per day for the 12-month period. This 
was considered an average year in terms of food security. 
 
Household in this livelihood 
zone accessed food from 
two major sources: own 
crop production and 
purchases. Additionally, 
very poor households 
received some of their labor 
payments in kind and also 
relied on wild food 
consumption for part of the 
year, this was also common 
for poor households. Better-
off households had access 
to meat from their own 
herds, although the 
contribution of this source 
of food was minimal (1% of 
annual food needs) and 
hardly visible on the graph 
(middle and  
 

 

 
In the graph, food access is expressed as a percentage of minimum food requirements, taken 
as an average food energy intake of 2100 kcals per person per day. 

better off households slaughtered at least one animal during the year, often for a religious festival). 
 
Self-sufficiency in food ranges between 40% and 70% of minimum annual food needs, increasing considerably with 
wealth. Rice is the most important food crop and is cultivated by all households. Cassava and groundnuts follow in 
importance in terms of their energy contribution to the diet. ‘Other own crops’ include small quantities of sorghum, 
millet, beans, sweet potatoes and palm oil. Palm oil production is considerably larger for middle and better-off 
households, hence the heavier weight of this category of crops for the top two wealth groups.  
 
During the reference year, very poor households produced an average of 10 bushels of rice or 250 kg; poor 
households harvested close to 400 kg, middle households 750 kg and better off households 1 MT. All households 
sold about one third of their rice harvest and consequently had to purchase rice from the market once their own 
stocks had been consumed. Rice purchases are accounted under ‘staple purchase’ together with cassava tubers. 
Very poor households purchased rice in small quantities for up to 7 months of the year. The other wealth groups 
purchased rice for 4 to 5 months. On the contrary, the amount of cassava purchased by very poor and poor 
households was larger as cassava is a cheaper staple and preferred over rice when cash income is low, for example 
during the lean season. Staple foods were complemented by a small mix on non-staple foods including sweet 
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potatoes and beans, which are purchased on a seasonal basis; sugar, oil and dried fish, all three purchased in small 
quantities throughout the year; and meat, fresh fish and vegetables, typically only purchased by the better off.   
  
In kind payments were most common among very poor households. Most farm labor is paid in cash, however, 
during the lean season when food prices increase, poor laborers prefer to be paid in kind, commonly in either rice 
or cassava at an equivalent rate to the going labor rate in cash. Additionally, some poor households received gifts 
in kind, again mostly rice or cassava, from their neighbors during the lean season and during the fasting month of 
Ramadan. However, it was not possible to assert that receiving food gifts was typical for the majority of poor 
households.  
 
All households were able to reach the minimum food requirements during the reference year, although very poor 
and poor households barely met the minimum benchmark (totaling 98% and 100% of minimum needs respectively), 
while middle and better off households benefited from considerably larger rice harvests, as well as groundnuts and 
palm oil, meaning they reached the minimum benchmark more comfortably.  

 

Sources of Cash Income 

 
Households rely on a range 
of cash income sources in 
this zone, including: crop 
sales, livestock sales, 
agricultural labor, petty 
trade and remittances.  
 
During the reference year, 
all households derived over 
half their annual income 
from the sale of food and 
cash crops. Of this income, 
around two thirds were 
from the sale of cash crops 
(peppers, tobacco, 
groundnuts, palm oil, 
sesame and fruits).  
  

The graph provides a breakdown of total annual cash income in Sierra Leonean Leones 
according to income source. 
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The variety of cash crops 
grown by very poor 
households was limited. 
Due to their lack of land and 
access to inputs, very poor 
households typically only 
grew groundnuts and 
sesame.  
 
Often, sesame is sold 
before the harvest takes 
place in other to generate 
cash to buy food. As a 
result, poorer households 
receive a lower price than 
the average price at 
harvest. Tobacco was only 
grown by middle and better 
of households, while better 
off households were the 
only ones to grow fruits.  
 
To supplement the income 
from agriculture, very poor 
and poor households 
worked the land of 
wealthier neighbors. They 
worked for 5 to 6 months of 
the year, with often two  

 

The graph provides a breakdown of total annual cash income as a percent of annual cash 
income. 

INCOME SUMMARY TABLE (SLL) 

Wealth group Very poor Poor - FHH Middle Better off 

Annual 
income per 
household 8 

2.5 – 3.5 million 3.5 – 4.5 million 7 – 9 million 9 – 14 million 

 

people per household involved. 
 
All households sold some animals, although very poor households had only chickens to sell. Poor households only 
sold one sheep or goat, while middle and better off households were able to sell between 4 and 6 animals during 
the year. 
 
All households were engaged in some type of small-scale trading activity. Most commonly, trading is done door to 
door or on the streets and mainly by women. Households purchase their stock at the provincial headquarter town 
for sale in their village and neighboring villages. The variety of items sold include food and non-food items, such as 
cassava flour (gari) or cassava porridge, sesame cakes (berni cakes), palm wine, fruits, matches, cosmetics, school 
materials, items of clothing, dried fish, etc. Petty trading represented around 10% of households’ annual income. 
Households with access to a motorbike can provide transport services (okada), it is typically young men who engage 
in this type of activity. Men also sell palm wine and timber products.  
 

                                                           
8 The average exchange rate from October 2015-September 2016 was 1 USD = 5500 SLL, however, the rate 
fluctuated considerable throughout the 12 month period. 
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All households received remittances from relatives outside of the zone, mostly from family members who have 
migrated to urban centers within the region (e.g. Makeni town), to the capital or outside of the country. The volume 
of remittances increases during the lean season (especially during August and September) and also for the main 
festivities, for example during Ramadan. While actual amounts vary according to individual circumstances, on 
average, remittances made up 5% of very poor and poor household’s annual budget and closer to 15% for middle 
and better of households.  
 
In absolute terms, better off households generated four times more cash income than very poor households. Better 
access to land and, especially, their capacity to grow more cash crops is what allows better off households to 
generate more cash income than other households. On the other end of the wealth spectrum, very poor households 
are limited by access to land and the agricultural inputs required to grow more cash crops and the availability of 
intra-household labor.  
 

 

Expenditure Patterns 

 
The graph presents 
expenditure patterns for the 
reference year October 
2015-September 2016.  
While absolute expenditure 
increases with wealth in line 
with total cash income, the 
expenditure breakdown by 
percent in this graph shows 
the relative amount of 
income spent on different 
categories.   
 
Food (both staple and non-
staple items) was, by far, the 
largest expenditure category 
for very poor and poor 
households who spent 
between 60% and 65% of 
their annual budget on food  

 
The graph provides a breakdown of total annual cash expenditure according to category of 
expenditure 

despite growing rice and other food crops themselves. The food bill fell to 40% of total income for middle and 
better off households, yet it was still the largest expenditure category. Middle and better off households spent 
proportionally more on non-staple foods than staple foods (rice and cassava tubers), achieving a more diversified 
diet.  
 
The second largest expenditure category for all households was ‘social services’, which combines the costs related 
to health and education. Households spent between 10%-15% of their annual budget on this category, however, 
in absolute terms middle and better off households spent an average of three times more per person on health 
and education.  
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Investment into productive activities (labeled ‘inputs’ in the graph above) was an important expense for the two 
top wealth groups, but less so for very poor and poor households who are left with little cash after covering their 
basic needs. Inputs included seeds and agricultural tools (the only types of inputs purchased by poorer households), 
fertilizer, labor hire, livestock drugs and taxes/permits related to petty trade activities. Middle and better off 
households spent the most on hiring agricultural labor and purchasing seeds. Some inputs can be purchased from 
the Ministry Agriculture, Forestry and Food Security (MAFFS) for a fee or on credit (for example rice seeds) and 
households growing tobacco can request credit from tobacco companies to purchase fertilizers. 
 
The category labeled ‘household items’ includes tea, salt and other condiments, soap, batteries and cooking 
utensils. For better off households, this category also includes the cost of grinding cereals and purchasing firewood 
or charcoal. Although not visible in the graph, all households spent some cash on water. Water itself is free, but 
households contribute to the repair and maintenance of water points. The charge varies between 2000 and 10000 
SLL per year per household.  
 
The last category labeled ‘other’ includes transport, cash gifts and community contributions (for example a 
contribution to the mosque), phone credit and charging, festivals and ceremonies, cosmetics and hair products, 
tobacco, house repairs and a certain amount of cash savings. This type of expense will be reduced during a bad 
year and expanded during the good year. Larger amounts of surplus cash mean the amount of ‘other’ expenses are 
higher for middle and better of households.   

 

Hazards 

 
The chronic hazards in this livelihood zone, which occur on a yearly basis, are crop pests, livestock diseases and 
wild fires. Among the most common crop pests are rodents, birds and monkeys. These animals affect rice, 
groundnuts, cassava and peppers the most. Prevention methods include setting traps, using pesticides or chasing 
the animals away - which requires considerable family labor time. Livestock trespassing is also a problem and many 
fields are fenced off to protect from intrusion. Common livestock diseases include anthrax, foot rot and diarrhea. 
Treatments can be purchased from the Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Food Security (MAFFS) for a fee or 
from private suppliers.  
 
The common periodic hazards, which do not occur every year, are excessive rainfall and flooding and wild fires. 
Localized flooding, due to heavy rains and the increase in the volume of water in rivers can happen every two to 
three years. Heavy rains can wash out crops before they are established and waterlogging can also reduce yields. 
Flooding also makes roads inaccessible and market access more difficult. The risk of wild fires increases during the 
land preparation phases (from February to April) when the use of slash and burn techniques is common but can go 
out of control. 
 

Response Strategies 

 
In response to hazards and years with bad production, households attempt to meet their minimum food needs and 
cash requirements through a number of strategies. These strategies are detailed for this livelihood zone below: 
 

 All households try to reduce expenditure on non-essential or more expensive items first, buying less sugar and 
oil, for instance, and using that money to buy the cheaper staple – cassava tubers or flour – instead; or cutting 
down on festivals, tobacco, cosmetics or eliminating clothing purchases.  
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 Poorer households try to increase their labor income from agricultural work, seeking out more hours working 
on farms owned by better of farmers during land preparation, weeding and harvesting. This strategy is limited 
by supply and demand for labor.  

 

 All households increase their animal sales. Very poor and poor households are limited to increasing the sale of 
chicken, while middle and better off households can sell additional sheep or goats. It should be kept in mind 
that the value of livestock tends to drop in bad years, both because supplies increase as more people try to 
earn cash in the same way, and because their body condition deteriorates as grazing and water resources 
decline. 

 

 Some households can request additional remittances from their family members living away from the village, 
but the extent of this coping strategy will depend on each family’s circumstances. They can also draw on their 
small cash savings.  

 

Key Parameters for Monitoring 

 
The key parameters listed in the table below are food and income sources that make a substantial contribution to 
the household economy in the Bombali Food Crops, Peppers, Tobacco and Livestock Livelihood Zone. These should 
be monitored to indicate potential losses or gains to local household economies, either through on-going 
monitoring systems or through periodic assessments.  
 

Item Key Parameter - Quantity Key Parameter – Price 

Crops  Rice – production levels 

 Sorghum – production levels 

 Beans – production levels 

 Cassava – production levels 

 Groundnuts – production levels 

 Peppers – production levels 

 Palm oil – production levels 

 Tobacco – production levels 

 Rice – producer prices 

 Beans – producer prices 

 Groundnuts – producer prices 

 Peppers – producer prices 

 Palm oil – producer prices 

 Tobacco – producer prices 
 

Livestock production  Goats – herd size  Goats – producer prices 

Other food and cash 
income 

 Agricultural labor (pre-harvest) - demand 

 Remittances - volume 

 Petty trade - volume 

 Pre-harvest agricultural labor rates (in 
kind and in cash) 

 

Expenditure   Rice – market prices 

 Cassava – market prices 

 Oil – market prices 
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Program Implications 

 
The longer-term program implications suggested below, include those that were highlighted by the wealth group 
interviewees themselves and those made by the assessment team following detailed discussions and observations 
in the field.  All of these suggestions require further detailed feasibility studies.  
 

Very poor households Poor households Middle households 
 

Better off households 

Provision of agricultural 
inputs, especially 
improved varieties of 
rice, pepper and 
groundnuts 

Construction of 
community center 

Senior secondary school 
construction in chiefdoms 
where none available. 

Limiting/subsidizing 
school fees for private 
schools. 

Livestock support, 
especially goats. 

Improved marketing for 
agricultural produce 

Provision of stationary to 
all students free of 
charge. 

Training programs for 
teachers. 

Support to construct 
cereal storage. 

Subsidized agricultural 
and livestock inputs. 

Subsidized agricultural 
and livestock inputs. 

 

Support to acquire rice 
mills.  

Support to furnish 
schools. 

  

 

All households 

Financial assistance 
(access to soft credit) 

Projects for sanitation 
facilities (toilets) and 
education on use of 
toilets 

Road maintenance.  Adult education; basic 
literacy and numeracy.  

Support to education 
sector: deploying more 
teachers, school repairs, 
construction of school for 
chiefdoms which do not 
have one. 

Construction of post-
harvest structures e.g. 
drying floors and storage 
structures. 

Improve health facilities 
and subsidize access to 
health services. 

Improve water services 
for villages without wells. 

Improve access to 
electricity. 

Agricultural tools and 
machinery, rice mills, 
power tillers, cassava 
graters, etc. 
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Sierra Leone Baseline Profile 

Western Rice, Root Crops, Cereals and Trade Belt 
Livelihood Zone (SL03) 

November, 20169 

Zone Description 

 
The Western Rice, Root Crops, Cereals and Trade Belt 
Livelihood Zone comprises a long belt in the western interior of 
the country that stretches from the northern border with 
Guinea to the southern border with Liberia. Primarily a plain 
between the lower-lying coastal area and the higher-lying 
north-east, the zone includes parts of Kambia, Port Loko, 
Tonkolili, Moyamba and Bo districts and is the largest 
livelihood zone by land size. The population is approximately 
1,214,00010 with a population density averaging 75 people per 
square kilometer in the north and south and less than 50 
people per square kilometer in the center. The main ethnic 
groups residing here include the Temne, Limba and Susu in the 
north and Mende in the south.  
 
Lowlands and open plains dominate the zone, with the primary 
vegetation including seasonal swamps known as bolilands, 
savannah and farm bush in the north and rolling woodland in 
the south. Natural resources include minerals, timber, wild 
foods and fish. The Mong River in the north and the Mao River 
in the south are the two major rivers that cut across the zone. 
Many minor rivers and streams originate here and run 
westward to the coast, resulting in significant inland fishing. 

The zone includes the main transit route between Guinea and Liberia, which passes through Kambia, Port Loko, 
Tonkolili, Moyamba, Bo, Bonthe and Pujehun. Trading advantages are gained from this.  

 
The climate is tropical and characterized by the alternation of rainy and dry seasons. The rainy season runs from 
April to October. The dry season runs from November to March and is marked by the harmattan, a hot, dry westerly 
wind that blows from the Sahara. On the whole the zone receives less rainfall than the coastal belt, although more 
in the south than in the north. Rainfall averages between 2000 to 3000 mm per annum. Temperatures range from 
20° C to 35° C. A mixture of sandy and clay loam soils result in low to medium fertility.  
 

                                                           
9 Fieldwork for the current profile was undertaken in November 2016. The information presented in this profile refers to 
the reference year, which was the consumption year that covered the period October 2015 to September 2016. Provided 
there are no fundamental and rapid shifts in the economy, the information in this profile is expected to remain valid for 
approximately five to ten years (i.e. 2021-2026). All prices referred to in the document are for the reference year. 
10 Calculated based on the population of the 32 chiefdoms within the zone, according to the 2015 census. 
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The household economy depends on mixed crop production, principally the cultivation of rice, cassava, sweet 
potato, maize, millet and groundnuts. Palm oil and dried peppers are important cash crops. Households rely heavily 
on crop production to meet their annual food and cash needs. The main crop is upland rice, along with some swamp 
and riverine rice, the later most common in the north. Cassava is grown throughout the zone to varying degrees, 
but especially in the middle portion of the zone, while sweet potatoes and ‘Chinese yams’ are usually more minor 
crops. Most households get the greater portion of their food from their plots rather than from the market, but rice 
is no longer a surplus crop in the zone as it once was and for many households it runs out before the harvest, 
requiring households to live on root crops and purchased food. As for non-rice cereals, small amounts of millet and 
some sorghum are grown for domestic use. Maize is grown mainly for sale in the middle areas around Moyamba, 
but elsewhere a moderate amount is grown for household consumption. Maize is also partly destined as processed 
feed for poultry, which are the most commonly kept livestock in this zone. Groundnuts are an important cash crop 
for all households and are also consumed. Palm oil is a cash crop grown only by better off households, whereas okra 
is a minor cash crop that only poor households cultivate. Dried pepper is an important cash crop for all wealth 
groups; a small portion of the crop yield is held back for households to use as seasoning, particularly in rural areas 
that don’t have access to commercial seasonings like Maggie cubes.   
 
Most households keep poultry and a few small ruminants, more commonly goats than sheep. Few cattle are kept 
outside the Kambia portion of the zone. Due to its proximity to the border with Guinea, the zone benefits from 
trading as an important secondary livelihood activity.  
 
Crop production is mainly rain fed, or in the case of some lowland rice, dependent on the seasonal boliland11 
swamps. (). While the rainy season can be a hazard if there is too much flooding, timing of crop planting is also a 
challenge. If farmers are required to work on other farms for income during the prime planting period and they 
plant their own rice crop late, seedlings will be at risk for flooding, particularly in boliland rice areas. Vegetables, 
maize and sweet potato receive light irrigation from river water where possible during the dry season.  
 
Ox ploughs and tractors are not used here and all households cultivate by hand, using mainly a hand hoe, cutlass 
and knife. The most labor-intensive activity is land preparation, and particularly so for upland rice, which requires 
trees to be felled and brush to be cleared, all from hard, dry soil. Land preparation is a three-step process and 
includes ‘land brushing’, which is the clearing of brush with a cutlass and usually takes two months (February and 
March), then burning of the cut brush and remaining residues which is completed in a day, and finally land clearing, 
which can take over a month (March to April). Land preparation is done by local men using a hand hoe or cutlass, 
hired from households that own little land themselves. Planting is also done mainly by men, though some women 
participate, while weeding is a task performed mostly by women. Rice harvesting is done mainly by men using a 
knife. Very poor and poor households perform their own labor, which is often compromised by their need to earn 
income working on other farms at peak labor times. The middle and better off households hire members of very 
poor and poor households to work their farms and oversee them as paid laborers. The exception is the harvest of 
cash crops like palm oil, which are permanent crops owned only by better off households. These households often 
hire family members to perform the labor at harvest time, for fear of theft. Daily wages for agricultural labor are 
paid either in a portion of the harvest or in cash, providing an important source of income to poorer households.  
 
A large variation in the number of acres owned exists among households in the zone. Very poor and poor households 
own between half an acre to two acres, while better off households own on average fifteen acres. Because of this 
discrepancy, it is common for poorer households to borrow or rent land from households with more land. The land 

                                                           
11 Boli is a Temne word for those lands that are flooded in the rainy season and become dry and hard in the dry season and on 
which only grass can grow for this part of the year 
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is cultivated and a portion of the harvest or cash from crops sold is given after harvest to repay the landowner. This 
arrangement enables poor households to cultivate more land than they own, providing crops for consumption or 
cash from crop sales, while also enabling households with large land holdings to earn extra income or payment in 
kind, without having to pay to cultivate additional acres or leaving surplus acres fallow. 

 

Markets 

 
The transportation infrastructure in this zone is not well developed. Trade and market access is made difficult by 
the lack of well-maintained, all-season roads at village level. While the zone benefits from a tarmac road that is the 
major north-south trade route between Guinea, Kambia, Port Loko, Moyamba, Bo and Pujehun, villages are far from 
this thoroughfare and access roads into chiefdoms are poor. Roads into villages are often dirt or sand and become 
impassable during the rainy season due to mud and flooding. During the rainy season muddy roads are inaccessible 
to all forms of crop transport except commercial lorries, which are expensive for farmers to hire and which further 
deteriorate road conditions. Local bridges have been built to cross the many rivers in the zone, but they are often 
old and in poor repair, becoming a hazard or impassable during the rainy season. 
 
The main markets in the zone are: Bamoi Luma Market in Kambia, which is an international market and supports 
cross-border trade with Guinea; Moyamba Junction Market in Moyamba District; Furadugu in Port Loko District and 
Yawgoi Market in Bonthe. There are a number of Agricultural Business Centers (ABCs) in the zone, such as Rokupr 
in Kambia District, which are hubs for trading of supplies such as fertilizer, pesticides, seed and tools.  
 
Rice, cassava and groundnuts are the main food items produced and sold in this zone. Farmers generally take their 
own crops to the local periodic market, hiring motorbike transport or carrying by head lot, and sell to wholesale 
traders. From here, wholesale traders take crops to primary markets and onwards to Freetown and Conakry. The 
exception to this is if roads are impassable during the rainy season, then farmers are forced to sell to wholesale 
traders who come directly to the farm gate by truck. In these conditions the farmer must accept whatever price the 
wholesaler offers and generally receives a lower price than at market. Local rice is traded from November to January, 
following the upland rice harvest in October and lowland rice harvest in November.  In the north, farmers take rice 
to Mambolo and Rokupr Markets, where they sell to wholesalers who take the rice to Bamoi Luma and Freetown. 
It is illegal to sell local rice across the border in Guinea, but some rice trade to Conakry does occur. Fresh cassava is 
traded from October to January and processed cassava is traded as gari year-round. In the north, there are two 
principle trade routes for cassava. From the farm gate it is taken by farmers to Bamoi Luma, where it is sold to 
wholesale traders who take it north to Conakry and along the Kimabana-Madina trade route on to Freetown, Makeni 
and Bo. Groundnuts are traded from September to October, following the harvest in August and September. 
Significant trade in imported groundnuts from Guinea used to exist, but no longer, making groundnut sales at local 
markets profitable for farmers, even small-scale growers. After harvest, farmers dry the groundnut crop and then 
take it on motorbike or head lot to local daily and periodic markets. From here, wholesalers truck the groundnuts 
to Kenema, Medina and Bamoi Luma markets, and then on to Conakry and Freetown.  
 
Cross-border trade in processed foods such as dried cassava (known locally as gari), palm oil and coconut oil, as well 
as more local petty trading in rice, cassava, groundnuts and pepper, occurs in the northern part of the zone. Traders 
purchase crops wholesale at the farm gate and then travel to markets to sell crops in smaller quantities at a higher 
price.  
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Chickens are sold within villages and taken to nearby daily and periodic markets. Chicken sales occur year-round, 
but peak in December and January during the festive season. There isn’t much organized trade of ruminant livestock 
within the zone. 
 
Trading in imported rice12 occurs year-round, but peaks during the lean season from June to September, when 
households’ own supplies are spent. Imported rice arrives in Freetown from China and Thailand and is trucked by 
wholesalers to Bamoi Luma and Kambia Town markets. Here it is sold to local wholesale traders who take it to daily 
and periodic markets and shop venders within chiefdoms. Households also purchase fresh cassava and gari during 
the lean season, purchasing either directly at Bamoi Luma for a lower price or at local daily and period markets.  
 
The labor market is mostly local, with about 80% of the casual labor found in agriculture and about 15% in local 
mining industries during the reference year. Middle and better off households hire labor to help them complete the 
more intensive seasonal tasks, such as land preparation. Because there are two rice seasons in this zone, with land 
preparation for upland rice occurring in March and for lowland rice in June, there is an extended need for agricultural 
labor. Even so, however, the disproportionately large number of very poor and poor households seeking out 
agricultural labor compared to the smaller number of better off households with large landholdings offering labor, 
mean that some men from very poor households who are not able to find agricultural jobs migrate outside the zone, 
most commonly to Guinea to work in the fishing industry in July and August. There is also seasonal migration by 
men who travel to Tonkolili and Kono to work in artisanal gold mines during the dry season between November and 
May, when it is difficult to find local agricultural work. 
 
While the restrictions placed on trade and movement during the 2014-2015 Ebola epidemic had been lifted during 
the reference year, trading on Sundays was still prohibited throughout the zone. Closure of Sunday markets most 
impacted traders from poorer households who depended on earnings from daily sales and had fewer days to sell 
goods.  
 

Timeline and Reference Year 

 

The baseline assessment refers to a very specific time period called the reference year. In the Western Rice, Root 
Crops, Cereals and Trade Belt Livelihood Zone the reference year covered the consumption period from October 
2015 to September 2016. During community leader interviews, informants were asked to rank the last five years in 
terms of seasonal performance with ‘1’ indicating a poor season and ‘5’ an excellent season. The table below, which 
summarizes the response of the community leaders, shows year quality by production year (which starts with the 
planting period in May 2015 and ends with the harvests which are spread out between September/October and 
February 2016. Therefore, the production year of 2015-2016 corresponds to the consumption year of October 2015-
September 2016. As shown in the table, the production year corresponding to the reference year had a slightly 
above-average harvest. The reference year was a normal year with good rainfall and good crop yields, minimal pest 
attacks to crops and food prices for crop harvests. The previous production year, 2014-2015, was considered a very 
poor season for household food security due to the Ebola outbreak. Government bans on trading and movement, 
implemented to reduce the spread of the virus, significantly reduced the availability of seed, agricultural inputs and 
tools. Death, illness and the need to care for family members also significantly reduced the labor force, an integral 

                                                           
12 Rice imported from China and Thailand is often 2-3 years old, cheaper and considered less nutritious than higher 
quality local rice. Apart from urban consumers who generally prefer imported rice for its lighter texture, there is 
also a rural demand for imported rice, even when supplies of local rice are adequate. It is not clear who buys 
imported rice in rural areas, better off households or poorer households. 
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component of the production cycle in an agricultural zone where all labor is done by hand. The quarantines and 
restriction on movement also meant farmers had difficulty selling the crops they did produce and households that 
had relied on growing cash crops, such as peppers and palm oil, had little food stocks for consumption. The three 
years before the Ebola epidemic, on the other hand, were average production seasons for household food security 
due to adequate rainfall, no human disease or pest infestation, minimal flooding and good prices for crops.  
 
 

Production Year 
 
Rank Critical Events 

2015-2016 
 

3.5 Good rainfall, good crop yields, minimal crop pests, good prices for crops. 

2014-2015 
 

1 
Ebola epidemic, restriction on movement, sale of stored crops and livestock, consumption of 
seed rice, limited labor available, low crop yields, inability to sell crops. 

2013-2014 
 

3 Good rainfall, some flooding, good crop yields, minimal pest attack. 

2012-2013 
 

3 Adequate rainfall, no flooding, good crop yields, good prices.  

2011-2012 
 

3 Good rainfall, adequate crop yields. 

 
5 = an excellent season for household food security (e.g. due to good rains, good prices, good crop yields, etc.) 
4 = a good season or above average season for household food security 
3 = an average season in terms of household food security 
2 = a below average season for household food security 
1 = a poor season (e.g. due to drought, flooding, livestock disease, pest attack) for household food security 
 

 

 

 

Seasonal Calendar for Reference Year 

 
This livelihood zone has one long rainy season from April to October. The heavy rains during these seven months 
provide enough rainfall for two cropping seasons of rice, the main staple in this zone. Land preparation for upland 
rice begins as early as February, three months before the rains come. This is the most labor-intensive part of the 
growing season and can take up to three months for upland rice, where the soil is dry and compact and brush is 
dense.  Land preparation begins with land brushing or clearing of the brush, which is followed by burning of the 
brush and residues and finally land clearing. Once the land is prepared, with the arrival of the April rains, the soil has 
a high enough moisture content for planting, and sowing of upland rice is done in May. Farmers must time planting 
carefully so the seedlings have taken root before the heavier rains begin in June. In late June and early July weeding 
occurs and finally the harvest is ready in October. Lowland rice takes about a month less to cultivate due to the 
fertile soils and constant moisture of the swamp environment. Land preparation for lowland rice is performed in 
June, planting in late July and August, weeding in September and the crop is ready for harvest in November. 
Household rice stores from these two harvests last for about five to eight months, depending on land size, crop 
yields and access to other food sources. Rice sales peak during and immediately after the harvest, from October 
through March. 



45 
 
 

 

The dry season runs from November to March. In addition to rice, cassava is also plentiful during the dry season, 
helping to supplement household vegetable plots that are less productive then. The upland cassava crop is most 
significant, with tubers harvested during three months, from December to February. Land preparation occurs in 
March and April, during the same period as land preparation for rice, and planting in June and July. For lowland 
cassava, land is prepared in November and planting done in December and January and the crop harvested in June. 
Land preparation and planting for sweet potato is done at the same time as lowland cassava, but it is ready earlier, 
in March, providing a staple root crop during the month of March, for the last month of the dry, after upland cassava 
harvest ends in February. These root crops are either consumed right away, sold, dried into gari or stored for a few 
months by better off households who have sufficient other food sources. Land preparation for maize and millet, 
minor cereal crops grown both for household consumption and sale, is done in April and May, seeds are sown in 
May and June, fields are weeded in July and crops harvested in August and September, just before the upland rice 
harvest. The main groundnut season follows this same crop cycle, with the harvest occurring in late August and 
September. 
 
Poor households in need of cash income search for work throughout the year, however, it is the period of land 
preparation in March and April, when labor is needed both for upland rice and upland cassava, when laborers can 
earn significant income working for better-off farmers. Agricultural labor demand also peaks in June, July and August 
when labor is needed to prepare land for lowland rice and plant upland cassava. These are times of intense land 
preparation, land brushing, clearing and planting are also needed on laborers’ own farms at the same time. For very 
poor households requiring cash, the need to work on other farms for immediate income often means they are unable 
to complete their own farm’s cultivation requirements during the window when planting is possible and they 
compromise their own harvest. Opportunities to earn income from petty trading in vegetables, cereals and 

Jun Jul AugApr May SepOct Nov Dec Jan Feb Mar

Rainy season r r r r r r r r r r r r r r

Crops

Rice upland h h lp lp lp lp lp lp p p w w

Rice lowland h h lp lp p p p w w

Cassava upland h h h h h h lp lp lp lp p p p p w w

Cassava lowland lp lp p p p p w w h h

Sweet potato   (Type A) lp lp p p p p w w h h

Maize/Millet lp lp lp p p w w h h h h

Groundnut 1st crop lp lp p p p lp lp p p p w w h h h

Groundnut 2nd crop w h h lp lp p p

Other 

Rice sale peak 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3

Agricultural labor peak 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4

Mining labor peak 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3

Petty trade peak 4 4 4 4

Stress & High Expenditure Periods

High staple prices sp sp sp sp sp sp

Human diseases 7 7 7 7 7 7

Festival/initiation season 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2

Lean season ls ls ls ls ls ls

Crop pest (grasshopper, rodents, weevils) 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3

Land conflict 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4

Livestock diseases 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3

Legend Land prep Sowing Weeding Green Cons. Harvest/Thresh.
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processed food items like gari, peak in November and December. Seasonal migration in search of work in the mines 
occurs during the dry season between November and May, when it is difficult to find local agricultural work.  
 
Crop pests are at their worst from December to April, during the dry season when plants are already stressed from 
lack of irrigation and susceptible to infestation. Because of the land use arrangement in the zone where better off 
households lend or rent land to poor households with few landholdings, at the beginning of the land preparation 
season in March when contracts are being vied for until rice and cassava fields are fully planted, there are frequent 
disputes between family land owners and those using the land. It is a competitive process to acquire land to use and 
various arrangements and contracts are negotiated between wealth groups. Livestock sales peak in December, when 
chickens, goats and sheep are slaughtered for Christmas and goat and sheep sales peak in June for Ramadan and 
also in March and April, during initiation season. This is a time when households spend large amounts of money for 
the ritual and feast of a child turning 15 or 16. In terms of the season when livestock are more affected by disease, 
small ruminants are affected by Peste des petits ruminants (PPR), also known as sheep and goat plague, a highly 
contagious livestock disease that can infect up to 90 percent of an animal herd once introduced. PPR peaks from 
November to June, while Newcastle disease, a virus affecting poultry, is most common from February to May. Human 
diseases peak in July, August and September, during the end of the lean season when households are weakened 
from a limited diet and water sources are often contaminated by heavy rains and flooding. 
 
In this zone, the lean season runs from June to August. This is the time when household food stocks, particularly 
stores from the rice and cassava harvests, run low or are depleted and the new harvest season is still a few months 
away. Food prices spike during these three months and money to purchase food is especially tight, making the impact 
of higher food prices significant. There are no storage facilities for rice in the zone, so even better off households 
with surplus harvest tend to sell rice immediately following harvest instead of risk losing the stored crop to pests 
and rodents. Lack or storage facilities and the inability to preserve the rice harvest through the lean season is another 
factor that makes this period difficult for households.   
 

 

Wealth Breakdown and Productive Assets 

 
 
The table above summarizes the types and numbers of productive assets that typical households within each wealth 
group own and/or manage. The graph inside the table shows the percent of households within the zone that falls 
into each wealth group.  



47 
 
 

 
In this mixed cropping zone, differences in wealth are determined primarily by the area of land owned cultivated by 
a household and the type of crops grown. Livestock numbers are a third differentiating factor. Household size is also 
a function of wealth. Those at the bottom of the wealth breakdown have a household size of 5-6 members and 
cultivate between 0.5-1.5 acres, renting land to supplement their 0-1 acres of land owned, don’t own livestock and 
keep between 2-6 chickens. Those at the top have a household size of 11-13, cultivate between 11-13 of their 14-16 
acres, own 7-9 goats, 5-7 sheep and 13-17 chickens. Better off households have 2-4 wives and in general have more 
children to assist with crop production and land management.  All households grow many of the same primary crops, 
however, only very poor and poor households grow okra—to sell as a cash crop, only the very poor grow yams and 
only the middle and better off own permanent crops such as palm trees and some fruit trees (orange, mango and 
pineapple).  
 
All households have cell phones, although those at the upper end have more per household. Cell phones have 
become an essential means of staying connected to people and information, and there are both productive as well 
as social reasons for having them. 
 
According to local community informants, very poor (35%) and poor (25%) households together comprise 60% of 
households in the zone. Middle (25%) and better off (15%) households combined represent 40% of the population. 
Amongst these groups there is a fair amount of re-distribution and intra-community links are strong, though not 
without conflict during the cropping season; better off and middle households hire poorer household members to 
work in their fields. Without the labor of the lower groups, the production that better off groups generate would not 
be possible. Likewise, without the cash income supplied from agricultural labor, poorer households would find it 
difficult to survive. While there may appear to be more laborers in the zone than acres cultivated requiring labor 
given the high percentage of lower end households, some of these laborers find seasonal work outside the zone in 
mining or fishing. Another explanation for the distribution of wealth, because labor is performed entirely by hand 
and much is upland rice fields that are hard to work, more hands are needed per acre than if work were mechanized 
and in lowland fields.  
 

 

Sources of Food 

 
The graphs below present the sources of food for households in different wealth groups in the livelihood zone for 
the period October 2015-September 2016. October represents the start of the consumption year because it is when 
the main harvest of upland rice, the staple cereal, begins, thereby marking the end of the hunger period. Food is 
presented as a percentage of 2100 kcal per person per day for the 12-month period. This was considered a normal 
year. 
 
Households in this zone get their food in five ways; they grow it themselves, they purchase it, they receive it as 
payment in kind for labor, they receive it as gifts, they forage for food and they derive it from their livestock (in the 
form of milk and meat). The differences in relative reliance on these five sources shown in the graph reflect the 
differences in wealth discussed above in the ‘Wealth Breakdown’ section. Better off households cultivate more land, 
and therefore have a higher reliance on own crops; they also have more livestock, which gives them access to 
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milk and meat. Poorer 
households, on the other hand, 
with less land and less livestock, 
must buy more of their food to 
make up for gaps in their 
capacity to produce it. Poorer 
households supplement grown 
and purchased food with food 
payments for labor, gifts and 
wild foods. Better off 
households augment their diet 
with a small amount of milk and 
meat from their livestock. 
 
A range of different crops are 
grown for consumption, 
including rice and cassava, the 
main staples, along with sweet 
potatoes, beans, groundnuts,  

 

 
In the graph, food access is expressed as a percentage of minimum food requirements, 
taken as an average food energy intake of 2100 kcals per person per day. 
 

palm oil and small amounts of millet, maize, yam, okra and dried pepper. Rice is harvested in October and November, 
and cassava from December through February, with wild cassava collected year round. In the reference year, a typical 
poor household produced around 950 kg of rice, a typical middle household produced around 1600 kg of rice, and a 
typical better off household produced around 1850 kg. Between 30% and 36% of the rice produced was sold, with 
poorer households selling a higher proportion than better off households. Thus, home-grown rice contributed 31-
40% of the minimum calories needed by households. Cassava is produced in higher quantities than rice by poorer 
households and slightly less than rice by better off households. In the reference year, very poor and better off 
households harvested around 750 kg and 1,600 kg of cassava, respectively. Poorer households sold a smaller 
percentage of their cassava, keeping more for consumption. Because of its lower calorie per kg contribution, 
however, cassava accounted for only 5-7% of the minimum calories needed by households, after sales, with poorer 
households consuming a higher percentage.  
 
Most of the calories that people did not grow in their own fields, they purchased instead, and the purchase category 
as a whole accounted for 35-37% of minimum food requirements in the reference year, decreasing slightly in value 
as you move up the wealth spectrum. Within this category, purchased imported rice, the cheapest staple, was most 
important for very poor and poor households (making up 16-18% of minimum calorie needs) and less important for 
middle and better off households (contributing only 13-14% of minimum calories).  Middle and better off households 
bought fresh fish, a luxury poorer households couldn’t afford. All households bought sugar, cassava and dried fish, 
with better off households buying more of the higher priced sugar and fish. Poorer households bought more 
vegetable oil than better off households, who own palm trees and were therefore able to meet much of their 
household need from their own palm oil production. 
 
The ‘purchase’ bar on the graphs above, therefore, represents a different set of priorities, depending on wealth 
group: poorer households bought food because they had to fill a real food gap; middle and better off households, on 
the other hand, bought food in order to diversify their food basket. 
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Sources of Cash Income 

 
In the Western Rice, Root 
Crops, Cereals and Trade Belt 
Zone, household income 
sources fall into five main 
categories: income is sourced 
from crop sales, agricultural 
labor, petty trade, self-
employment and livestock 
sales.  
 
While all wealth groups rely 
heavily on crop sales, these 
graphs demonstrate a 
fundamental difference in the 
remaining income 
households generate. Those 
in the two bottom groups rely 
on agricultural labor to meet 
the remainder of their income 
needs. The poor group 
generates a small portion of 
supplemental income from 
collecting and selling wild 
foods, such as wild yams, 
cassava and palm oil kernels. 
Those in the top two groups 
generate their additional 
income from petty trade and 
to a lesser extent, livestock 
sales. The better off group 
also relies on self-
employment, primarily 
motorbike businesses and 
mobile charging station 
services. These variations in 
how wealth groups generate 
income relate back to the 
differences in productive 
assets owned and utilized by 
the different wealth groups. 
Poorer households are not 
able to cultivate enough land,  

 

 
The graph provides a breakdown of total annual cash income in Sierra Leonean Leones 
according to income source. 

 

The graph provides a breakdown of total annual cash income as a percent of annual cash 
income. 

INCOME SUMMARY TABLE (SLL) 

Wealth group Very poor Poor  Middle Better off 

Annual 
income per 
household 13 

2-4.5 million 
 

4-6.5 million 
 

7.5-15 million 15-18 million 

 

                                                           
13 The average exchange rate from October 2015-September 2016 was 1 USD = 5,500 SLL. 
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do not own enough livestock, and do not have the means to trade products or operate businesses to the extent that 
enables them to be ‘self-sufficient’ in terms of their production. 
 
As shown in the graphs, 47-62% of the annual cash income for households in this livelihood zone is generated 
through crop sales. Very poor and better off households earn slightly less from crop sales, around 47%, while the 
two middle groups earn slightly more, 57-62%. This is because the very poor have less land to farm and so must rely 
more on earnings from agricultural labor. The better off own other assets in addition to land, such as motorbikes 
and mobile charging stations, which means they can diversify their income sources and don’t rely as much on crop 
sales.  
 
While households from all wealth groups cultivate rice, cassava, sweet potato, beans and groundnuts, there are 
some important differences in the crops cultivated for cash by the different wealth groups. Poorer households grow 
okra to sell at market. Better off households have larger landholdings and so can grow permanent crops, such as 
palm trees. Palm oil is a lucrative cash crop and middle and better off households earn a significant portion of the 
income from crop sales from palm oil. Dried pepper and groundnuts are other cash crops that all wealth groups sell. 
Beans are a crop that all households grow, but only the middle and better off households have enough surplus to 
sell.  
 
Very poor and poor households, because they have no other options for generating income after crop sales, turn to 
agricultural labor. Land preparation is a particularly difficult task, especially for upland rice, as it is all done by hand; 
at least two members from poorer households work for middle and better off households during the months before 
the rains start getting fields ready to plant. They stay on to help with planting and weeding activities as needed, and 
some are even employed during the harvest months. Seasonal agricultural labor is the most important source of 
cash for very poor households after crop sales, and it provided them with 43% of their cash income in the reference 
year. 
 
After crop sales and labor, which together accounted for 90% of very poor household income during the reference 
year, this wealth group earned about 1% from chicken and goat sales and the remainder from borrowed credit.  
 
A large disparity exists between the amounts of cash earned during the reference year by different wealth groups. 
As shown in the summary table, the poorer two groups earned between 2-6.5 million SLL and the wealthier groups 
earned between 7.5-18 million, over three times the income level of the poorer groups. This difference is explained 
by the difference in land size and other productive assets. Poorer households don’t own enough land to earn more 
cash from crop sales. They also lack the assets, such as motorbike or charging equipment, needed to engage in self-
employment activities as well as the capital to purchase products for resale and trading. Smaller land holdings and 
using rented land also mean it is not possible for these households to grow permanent crops, such as palm oil, which 
would generate more cash income. 
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Expenditure Patterns 

 
The graph presents 
expenditure patterns for 
the reference year 
October 2015-
September 2016.  While 
absolute expenditure 
increases with wealth in 
line with total cash 
income, the expenditure 
breakdown by percent in 
this graph shows the 
relative amount of 
income spent on 
different categories.   
 
As in other areas of Sierra 
Leone, households need 
to spend money 
throughout the year on a 
range of goods and 
services. 

 

 
The graph provides a breakdown of total annual cash expenditure according to category of 
expenditure 

These include: staple and non-staple food, household items, productive inputs, social services like schooling and 
health as well as clothing and other miscellaneous items. There are three main points that emerge when delving 
into the data that supports the graph above. 

 
First, relative expenditure on food, both staple and non-staple, decreases as we move up the wealth spectrum. In 
other words, poorer households have to spend a larger portion of their annual cash just to meet basic food needs. 
Even in a normal year like the reference year, very poor households devoted almost a third of their income to 
staple foods, which consisted in large part of rice (both imported and local), the cheapest staple, along with smaller 
amounts of cassava. They spent only slightly less on non-staple foods, which included palm oil, sugar, dried fish 
and sweet potato. The two upper wealth groups spent more on non-staple foods than they did on staple foods, in 
part because they grew more of their own staple foods, and in part because the non-staple foods were preferred 
commodities, so with more income available, spending on these increased.  
 
Second, investments in productive inputs increase substantially as you move up the wealth spectrum. This category 
includes spending on labor, seeds, tools, and fertilizer, livestock drugs and phone credit. Very poor households 
generally devoted only about 5% of their annual budget to productive inputs, mainly seed, either unable or 
unwilling to spend more. Middle and better off households spent 30-36% of their cash on their various productive 
pursuits. In absolute terms, better off households spent almost 7 times more on inputs than very poor households. 
In the reference year, one category of spending stood out as particularly high for middle and better off households: 
labor hire. The amount that better off households spent on just hiring labor was equivalent to around twenty times 
the amount very poor households spent on their inputs combined. Very poor households spent money on only 
seed and phone credit for productive inputs. Much of their inputs budget was devoted to phone credit.  
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Third, in the graph above, the ‘hh items’ category includes basic household necessities, such as tea, salt, soap, 
kerosene and Chinese lights, grinding services, firewood and utensils. Within this category, the two poorer wealth 
groups spent the most money on soap. Soap alone comprised almost 60% of this budget in the reference year. 
Better off households spent the most on clothing, followed by kerosene and grinding. On an annual basis, spending 
on basic household goods, which occurred in weekly or daily incremental outlays, accounted for around 6-10% of 
total expenditure for all wealth groups.  
 
Households also spent money on education and medical services, which are shown on the graph as ‘social services’. 
Schooling expenses included school fees, uniforms and stationery. On a per capita basis, holding household size 
constant, absolute spending on school during the reference year increased as you moved up the wealth spectrum. 
Better off households spent around 2.5 times as much as very poor households. Very poor households are generally 
only able to afford to send their children to primary school, whereas those at the upper ends of the wealth scale 
are likely to send them through at least secondary school, and sometimes on to college. With respect to health 
costs, better off households again spent around 4.5 times as much as very poor households on a per capita basis; 
it is likely that these households sought treatment, when necessary, at facilities other than the village dispensary. 
 
Spending on clothes and other miscellaneous items are the last two categories included here. The ‘other’ category 
includes things like beer, tobacco, cigarettes, cosmetics, loan interest repayment and transport services. Part of 
this, all but the loan repayment and transport, is discretionary spending that can be reduced or redirected in bad 
years to buy more essential items if necessary. In absolute terms, those at the upper end of the wealth spectrum 
have the most available in this discretionary budget; and because the reference year was a relatively good year, 
the two bottom wealth groups have more in this budget than they would in a bad year. But in relative terms this 
category is fairly constant across all wealth groups.  
 
 

 

Hazards 

 
There are a number of hazards that affect this zone on a yearly basis. The first is crop pests, including grasshoppers, 
weevils and rodents. The damage by the grasshopper Zonocerus variegatus (L.) to cassava and other crops has 
increased in recent years and is particularly threatening to very poor and poor households who depend on cassava 
for income and consumption. The rice weevil Sitophilus oryzae (L.) is a serious threat to stored cereals, but is 
particularly destructive to rice. During warm weather, it can reproduce within 25 days, thus stored rice can be 
severely damaged by weevil infestations within a month of harvesting. Locally produced raw milled rice is more 
prone to rice weevil infestation than imported rice, one of the reasons why households choose to sell their rice 
crop soon after harvest and purchase imported rice for household consumption. Rats and other rodents damage 
root as well as cereal crops in the field and in storage. Rodents also spread diseases, making rodent infestations 
doubly problematic for households. A second set of hazards are livestock diseases, such as PPR, a disease that 
affects sheep and goats, and New Castle Disease, which can wipe out an entire flock of chickens. These chronic 
hazards are particularly devastating to poor households for whom livestock make up a large portion of their 
productive assets. Finally, land conflicts are common throughout the zone during the cropping season from March 
to August. Since poor families frequently rent or borrow land from wealthier households in arrangements that are 
not always well defined and because limits of family owned lands and lands administered by local authorities are 
also not clearly defined, there are frequently land disputes.  
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The main, and most devastating, periodic hazard is flooding, due to heavy rains. Every two to three years there 
are particularly heavy rains that wash out crops before they are established, reducing yields or devastating the 
entire harvest. Flooding also makes roads inaccessible so it is difficult or becomes more costly to take crops to 
market to sell. While flooding affects all wealth groups who grow crops equally, it is the poor households who are 
the most impacted by flooding as they don’t have stocks of stored crops to consume or sell for income, nor cash 
reserves to purchase food when the harvest fails.  
 
 

Response Strategies 

In response to hazards and years with bad production, households attempt to meet their minimum food needs and 
cash requirements through a number of strategies. These strategies are detailed for this livelihood zone below: 
 

 All households try to reduce expenditure on non-essential or more expensive items first, buying less sugar and 
oil, for instance, and using that money to buy the cheaper staples – imported rice and cassava – instead; or 
cutting down on festivals and initiations, phone credit, clothes purchase or eliminating the weekly mosque 
donation. Poorer households collect wild palm kernels and substitute inferior quality hand-pressed palm oil for 
purchased oil. 

 

 Poorer households try to increase their labor income from agricultural work, seeking out more hours working 
on farms owned by better of farmers during land preparation, weeding and harvesting. Households will also 
send an additional member to work, often an older member, child or woman, to help with weeding. This 
strategy is limited by the finite number of acres requiring labor and the large available labor force. The 
agricultural labor market is a very competitive environment where better off households select their preferred 
laborers and those who lack any qualifications do not find work.  

 

 Labor migration is another coping strategy poorer households use when they cannot earn enough income from 
agricultural work. Poorer households send one or two members to work in mines outside the livelihood zone, 
or increase the number of days workers stay in the mining region, most often between November and May 
when there is little agricultural labor.   

 

 Poorer households collect wild foods for consumption and sale. When households do not have enough food 
from their own harvest or cash to purchase food, they collect wild yams and cassava from the bush. These can 
account for 1% of annual kilocalories of very poor households. In years where cassava harvest is bad, poor 
households will sell bush yams to better off households for a lower price than market cassava, thus earning 
cash from a root crop they didn’t have to cultivate.  

 

 When poorer households lack cash and are not able to find agricultural work, they request loans from 
traditional money lenders. These loans have high interest rates and little flexibility for their repayment period, 
so the loans can be difficult for poor households to pay back if their harvest fails or they can’t find work during 
the agricultural season. Better off households are able to apply for loans from community banks and formal 
microfinance lending agencies. These loans often have more favorable rates and terms than the credit options 
available to poorer households. 

 

 Poorer households as well as better off households reduce consumption of higher priced foods like rice and 
increase consumption of low cost foods like cassava. In extreme years when food production is bad and 
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households lack cash or income generating opportunities, poorer households consume rice and cassava seed 
stores intended for the next planting season, putting them further at risk.  

 

 All households also try to increase their livestock sales. Poorer households have less protection, because they 
only have chickens and a few goats and sheep. Better off households have more livestock and so can use this 
copy strategy more than poorer households. Livestock herds are not large for any wealth group in this zone, 
however, and it should be kept in mind that the value of livestock tends to drop in bad years, both because 
supplies increase as more people try to earn cash in the same way, and because their body condition 
deteriorates as grazing and water resources decline. 

 

 Better of households also may increase their production of palm oil. For households who own significant land 
and palm trees, they are able to increase their income by selling more of this cash crop, that doesn’t require a 
large investment in labor to cultivate.  

 

 Better off households also may reduce their spending on agricultural labor, which has knock-on effects for 
poorer households.  

 
 

Key Parameters for Monitoring 

 
The key parameters listed in the table below are food and income sources that make a substantial contribution to 
the household economy in the Western Rice, Root Crops, Cereals and Trade Belt Livelihood Zone. These should be 
monitored to indicate potential losses or gains to local household economies, either through on-going monitoring 
systems or through periodic assessments.  
 

Item Key Parameter - Quantity Key Parameter – Price 

Crops  Rice – quantity produced 

 Groundnuts – quantity produced 

 Palm oil – quantity produced 

 Beans – quantity produced 

 Millet – quantity produced 

 Cassava – quantity produced 

 Sweet potato – quantity produced  

 Dried pepper – quantity produced 

 Rice – producer prices 

 Palm oil – producer prices 

 Groundnuts – producer prices 

 Cassava – producer prices 

 Dried pepper – producer prices 

Livestock production  Goat sales – herd sizes  Goat sales – producer prices 

Other food and cash 
income 

 Agricultural pre-harvest labor)- demand 

 Agricultural harvest labor - demand 

 Self-employment (motorbike business) - 
demand 

 Petty trade – volume of trade 

  

 Agricultural pre-harvest labor rates 

 Agricultural harvest labor rates 

  

Expenditure  
 

 Rice 

 Palm oil 
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Program Implications 

 
The longer-term program implications suggested below, include those that were highlighted by the wealth group 
interviewees themselves and those made by the assessment team following detailed discussions and observations 
in the field.  All of these suggestions require further detailed feasibility studies.  
 

Very poor Poor Middle Better off 

Improve access to and 
availability of safe and 
reliable water supplies. 

Provide affordable and 
timely access to 
agricultural inputs. 

Provide affordable 
access to agricultural 
inputs. 

Provide better quality 
schools, including 
secondary school. 

Increase access to 
agricultural inputs, such 
as seed, tools and 
fertilizer. 

Provide access to 
affordable and better 
quality health centers. 

Provide access to 
affordable and better 
schools and education 
opportunities 

Provide access to 
affordable and better 
quality health centers, 
that offer a wider range 
of services locally. 

Provide access to 
affordable and better 
education, including 
vocational training. 

Provide access to 
affordable and better 
education, including 
vocational training. 

Improve quality of health 
care facilities and access 
to health services.  

Improve road 
infrastructure and access 
to markets. 

Increase access to land 
for crop production. 

Improve roads and 
access to markets. 

Provide effective storage 
facilities for cereal crops. 

Provide affordable and 
timely access to 
agricultural inputs. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



56 
 
 

Sierra Leone Baseline Profile 

Coastal Food Crops and Fishing Livelihood Zone (SL04) 
December, 

201614 

Zone Description 

 
The Coastal Food Crops and Fishing Livelihood Zone includes 
most of Sierra Leone’s coastal strip. The zone is present in 
four districts; from north to south they are: the south and 
southwestern areas of Port Loko district, the western half of 
Moyamba district, the majority of Bonthe district (except the 
rice bowl area) and a small coastal area in Pujehun district. 
The population density averages 75 people per km2 in the 
north and south and less than 50 people per km2 in the center.  
 
The zone’s ecology is dominated by beaches, swamps and 
marshes, mangroves and scattered patches of bushes and 
savannah woodland. It is a low-lying area of flat terrain 
traversed by several important rivers which flow into the 
Ocean: the Rokel, Bagry, Taia, Sewa and Moa rivers, as well as 
the Kittam Waanje, which runs parallel to the Ocean in 
Bonthe district. The coastal strip is the highest-rainfall area of 
the country with annual precipitation reaching above 3000 
mm, yet decreasing slightly in the part northern part of the 
zone, above Freetown. Soils are sandy and salinity reduces 
fertility; although agriculture remains the backbone of the 
local economy. Overall, the livelihood zone is not an 
important food producer for the national market, but its 

medium density population is reasonably food self-sufficient.  
 
Local households depend on a mix of activities for a living: food and cash crop production, fishing, manual labor and 
a variety of trading activities. Rice is by far the main food crop grown for consumption by all wealth groups, followed 
by groundnuts and cassava. In addition to the upland and inland/swamp rice, mangrove rice is grown along the 
coast and along major river inlets. Vegetables, rice, groundnuts, sesame and cassava are the main crops grown for 
sale, although households who can afford to do so have chosen to grow fruits, cocoa and palm oil, which have a 
higher market value. Very poor households cannot rely on crop sales alone to cover their basic needs, instead they 
rely most heavily on working for others as agricultural and fishing laborers.  
 
Artisanal fishing in estuaries and inshore waters or along the coast (up to a depth of 20-40 meters, not open ocean 

                                                           
14Fieldwork for the current profile was undertaken in November 2016. The information presented in this profile refers to 
the reference year, which was the consumption year that covered the period October 2015-September 2016. Provided 
there are no fundamental and rapid shifts in the economy, the information in this profile is expected to remain valid for 
approximately five to ten years (i.e. 2021-2026). All prices referred to in the document are for the reference year. 
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fishing) is apparent in most communities within this livelihood zone, although there is a varying dependence on this 
source income from one community to another15. The main fishing season is from October to January, with fewer 
catches between January and April, which means fishing is a complementary seasonal activity for any household 
involved in this sector. Fishing is most important as an economic activity for wealthier households as they are the 
ones who own the most modern fishing equipment, they can hire extra fishing hands and are better integrated in 
the market.  
 
Pockets of traditional gold mining are present in Port Loko and Moyamba districts and iron ore and rutile are 
exploited by larger companies. However, mining and mining labor are not common income sources in this livelihood 
zone. 
 

 

Markets 

The road network in this zone is not well developed. There is no coastal road in Sierra Leone and transportation 
infrastructure is limited to roads which run perpendicular to the Ocean towards the cities of Kenema, Freetown and 
Port Loko and further inland. Trade and market access is made difficult by the lack of well-maintained, all-season 
roads at village level and the distances to the main road, a tarmac road that is the major north-south trade route 
between Guinea and Liberia, via the towns of Kambia, Port Loko, Moyamba, Bo and Pujehun.  
 
The major towns inside the zone are Moyamba, Gbangbatok, Mokaba, Sumbuya, Gandorhun and Pujehun, all small 
to intermediate towns. The main markets for the zone are Mambolo, Shange, Yawgoi, Dema and Lungi.  

Vegetables are the main cash crops grown and sold. Households sell their vegetables at the main village markets 
from where they are transported to larger towns and onwards to Freetown and Guinea. Vegetable gluts concentrate 
between December and January having an impact on the prices of the most common crops. Palm oil is also a major 
cash crop, particularly towards the south of the livelihood zone, where it can provide more income than the sale of 
cassava or rice.  
 
Rice is mostly sold at local level. Rice production in this livelihood zone is dwarfed by the levels of rice production 
and trade in the adjacent rice bowl areas of Port Loko, Bombali, Bonthe and Pujehun (livelihood zone SL10). Rice is 
sold straight after the upland harvest between November and December. Rice is prone to rice weevil infestations, 
one of the reasons why households chose to sell their rice soon after the harvest. Cassava is typically sold 
transformed into cassava flour (gari) which requires a labor-intensive transformation process yet is easier to store 
and has a higher market value. Cassava flour can be sold year-round but the sale of cassava tubers generally 
increases between November and April. Groundnuts are traded between September and October, following the 
start of the harvest in September. The seaside niche for coconuts results in some coconut oil for sale, although it is 
not as important as palm oil.  

The most common livestock is backyard-raised poultry. Chickens are sold within villages and taken to nearby 
periodic markets. Chicken sales occur year-round, but peak in December and January for the Christmas and end of 
year celebrations. Goats and sheep are sold locally in small numbers and sales also tend to peak in December and 

                                                           
15 Most of the artisanal fishing activities occur around the estuaries of Scarcies River, Sierra Leone River and Sherbro River, and 
around Yauoni Bay. There are a number of fish landing sites along the Sierra Leone coast. Port Loko and the Western Area 
districts have more landing sites which are sampled for artisanal fish catches. The coastal sector where the artisanal fishermen 
land their catch consists of the following districts: Kambia, Port Loko, Western Area, Moyamba, Bonthe and Pujehun (FAO 
http://www.fao.org/docrep/003/R9003E/R9003E03.htm - last accessed 01 February 2017). 

http://www.fao.org/docrep/003/R9003E/R9003E03.htm
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January.  

Fish is sold daily depending on the volume of catch. The main landing sites along the coast are: Samu, Goderich, 
Conackryde, Tombo, Shengue, Wodu, from where fish is transported to the capital and inland towards the rest of 
the country. For inland fishing the market catchment area is much smaller and fish is sold within the communities 
or at the local markets. 
 
All households purchased imported rice, the staple food. Rice is imported from China and Thailand and arrives at 
the port in Freetown from where it is trucked by wholesales to the major markets in the country. Local wholesale 
traders take it to the smaller markets in the rural areas. Rice trade peaks between May and September, before the 
local rice can be harvested.  
 
The labor market is mostly local and consists of opportunities as agricultural and fishing labor. During the 
assessment, it was estimated that 80% of labor was performed in the rural areas inside the livelihood zone for 
households within the same village or from a neighboring village, 15% of labor was carried out in local towns and 
only 5% of annual labor was found outside the livelihood zone (in major cities, in Freetown or in Guinea). 

 

 

Timeline and Reference Year 

 

The baseline assessment refers to a very specific time period called the reference year. In the Coastal Food Crops 
and Fishing Livelihood Zone the reference year covered the consumption period from October 2015 to September 
2016. During community leader interviews, informants were asked to rank the last five years in terms of seasonal 
performance with ‘1’ indicating a poor season and ‘5’ an excellent season.  
 
The table below, which summarizes the response of the community leaders, shows year quality by production year 
which starts with the planting period in February to April and ends with the harvests between October and 
December. Therefore, the production year of 2015 corresponds to the consumption year of 2015/16. As shown in 
the table, the production year corresponding to the reference year was slightly below average in terms of food 
security – although rainfall levels were average, local livelihoods were still recovering from the impact of the Ebola 
outbreak. The previous production year of 2014 was considered a very poor season for household food security due 
to the Ebola outbreak. As well as the impact of death and illness to individual families, the quarantines and 
restriction on movement significantly reduced the availability of inputs, access to market and the availability of labor 
opportunities (and laborers for hire) in all sectors. The three years before the Ebola epidemic, however, were all 
above average production seasons for household food security. 2011 is remembered as the best year out of the last 
five. 
 
Note: the reference year used for the baseline profiles follows the Ebola Virus crisis in Sierra Leone and neighboring 
coastal countries. While rural livelihoods had, overall, recuperated to pre-crisis levels, the impact of the crisis was 
still visible in different areas. Additionally, the country has undergone a period of sharp currency devaluation against 
the dollar.  
 

Production Year Rank Critical Events 

2015 
 

2.5 Livelihoods recovering from lingering effects of Ebola disease crisis. 

2014 
 

1.5 Ebola outbreak 
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2013 
 

3.5 
Slightly above average season, good rainfall and absence of major hazards affecting 
local livelihoods.  

2012 
 

4 
Above average season, good rainfall, stable prices and absence of major hazards 
affecting local livelihoods. 

2011 
 

5 Excellent season. 

 
5 = an excellent season for household food security (e.g. due to good rains, good prices, good crop yields, etc.) 
4 = a good season or above average season for household food security 
3 = an average season in terms of household food security 
2 = a below average season for household food security 
1 = a poor season (e.g. due to drought, flooding, livestock disease, pest attack) for household food security 
 

 

 

Seasonal Calendar for Reference Year 

 
 
Like the rest of the country, this livelihood zone has one long rainy season from April to the end of 
September, which allows for one main cropping season of rain fed cereals, tubers and pulses. Land 
preparation happens between March and April, before the start of the rains, but starts as early as 
February for upland rice which is grown on plots that often require more time to clear and plough. The 
land preparation stage is the most labor-intensive part of the agricultural calendar and the time when 
demand for paid labor is highest. Sowing takes place in May once the rains have provided sufficient 
moisture for planting and the start of the rainy season is assured. The heavier rains commence in June 
and seedlings must be sufficiently rooted by then.  
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Maize and beans are intercropped, allowing the beans to grow up the maize stalks, while rice and 
cassava are cultivated as mono-crops. The planting of tubers is delayed until after the rains to avoid 
instances of waterlogging which greatly affect tubers. Wedding is concentrated between July and mid-
September after which the harvests start. Maize and groundnuts are harvested first, followed by upland 
rice, lowland rice and sweet potatoes. Cassava can be harvested year-round (at least 12 months after 
planting) although harvests increase during the height of the lean season. Vegetables are harvested 
towards the end of rainy season and until the end of the year. Growing vegetables during the dry season 
is rare as irrigation methods are not common. 
 
Fishing does not take place year-round except in the villages located in very close proximity to the coast, 
by the highly specialized ocean fishing households. Most of the fishing carried out in this livelihood zone 
is seasonal fishing which peaks between September and December. The increase in the demand for 
fishing labor coincides with the cereal harvesting season placing considerable pressure on intra-
household labor which needs to cover the labor demands from their own farms, working on other’s 
farms and making the most of the fishing labor opportunities. Labor opportunities during the harvesting 
and processing of oil palm kernels follow neatly after the main harvest, providing a source of income 
for poorer households until the start of the new agricultural campaign. 
 
Festivities include Christmas and end of year celebrations, the major Muslim festivities (Ramadan, 
Tabaski and Eïd) and the initiation season (the celebration of children turning 15/16 years old). All these 
are times of increased spending and a time when the sale of livestock peaks to meet the growing 
demand but also to generate additional cash. 
 
Human diseases often peak at the beginning of the rain season when malaria tends to increase and at 
the end of the lean season when households are weakened from a limited diet and water sources are 
often contaminated by heavy rains and localized flooding.  
 
Like in much of the country, the lean season runs from June to, at least, mid-September. This is the time 
when household food stocks are low (especially own rice stocks) and food prices spike. During this time 
purchasing food and other basic items on credit is common, to be repaid once the rice harvest and sales 
begin. The consumption of cassava increases during this time. 
 

 

Wealth Breakdown and Productive Assets 

 
The table below summarizes the types and numbers of productive assets that typical households within each 
wealth group own and/or manage. The graph inside the table shows the percent of households within the zone 
that falls into each wealth group. 
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In this mixed cropping and fishing zone differences in wealth are determined primarily by the area of land owned 
and cultivated by a household, the types of crops grown (including the more lucrative cash crops) and the fishing 
equipment owned. Livestock are also a visible differentiating factor, yet somewhat less important in terms of income 
generation. Those at the bottom of the wealth spectrum, very poor households, cultivate between 1 and 1.5 acres 
of land. They own basic agricultural tools (a hoe, a cutlass and a knife) and basic fishing tools (small dragnets and 
rudimentary lines and hooks). They rarely own livestock, but raise chickens in their backyards. Those at the top of 
the wealth spectrum, better off households, cultivate between 6 and 10 acres of land and grow additional cash 
crops such as sesame, oil palm, fruits and cocoa. Better off households in particular, have been able to invest 
considerable sums of money in fishing equipment, which include out-board engine fishing boats, larger more 
modern nets and have the sufficient capital to hire fishing labor. Additionally, they own small flocks of goats and 
sheep, of between 15 and 30 animals.  
 
Poor households are similar to very poor households in their productive asset profile. They are able to produce 
larger quantities of crops for sale and hence have somewhat larger incomes, but they still rely on working for others 
for much of the year, like very poor households do. They own a small number of animals, an easy asset to liquidate 
in times of need. Middle households on the contrary are more similar to their wealthier counterparts. They cultivate 
similar types of crop and invest more of their time and efforts to fishing than poorer households do.  
 
According to local community informants, very poor and poor households make up well over half of all households 
living in the zone (44% and 25% respectively). Middle households represent a small minority (19%) and better off 
households (12%). 
 

 

Sources of Food 

 
The graphs below present the sources of food for households in different wealth groups in the livelihood zone for 
the period October 2015-September 2016. October represents the start of the consumption year because it is when 
the main harvest of the upland rice (the staple cereal) begins, thereby marking the end of the hunger period. Food 
is presented as a percentage of 2100 kcal per person per day for the 12-month period. This was considered an 
average year in terms of food security. 
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Household in this livelihood 
zone access food from five 
different sources: own crop 
production, own livestock, 
purchases, payments in kind in 
exchange for labor and wild 
foods (in this livelihood zone, 
fish). 
 
Despite the sandy soils 
(especially the closer the 
villages are to the coast), 
households are able to produce 
sufficient crops to cover 
between 35% and 75% of their 
annual food needs. Rice is the 
main food crop grown for 
consumption by all wealth  

 
In the graph, food access is expressed as a percentage of minimum food requirements, 
taken as an average food energy intake of 2100 kcals per person per day. 

groups, followed by groundnuts (high in calorific value) and cassava (poorer in terms of calories). Middle and better 
off households also produce their own palm oil. 
 
During the reference year, very poor households produced close to 200 kg of rice, poor households 0.5 MT, middle 
households 1 MT and better off households 1.5 MT. Households sold between 25% and 40% of their harvest, with 
the better off selling the largest proportion. Own rice consumption was supplemented by sorghum, maize and millet 
in much smaller quantities (each providing between 1% and 4% of annual food needs). 
 
All households purchased rice from the market for part of the year. Very poor households purchased small quantities 
of rice on a daily basis for 10 to 11 months of the year (expect for the months of the main harvest), while better off 
households purchased rice in larger volumes (e.g. 50 kg sacks) for only half of the year. Non-staple foods include 
cassava tubers, sweet potatoes and beans, which were purchased in small quantities when available on the market 
(between 6 to 10 months of the year); and sugar, vegetable oil and dried fish, which were purchased year-round.  
 
Livestock holdings are relatively small and sheep and goat milk are not commonly milked, therefore the contribution 
of food from the household’s own herds is limited to a small number of animals (1 to 3) slaughtered for special 
occasions and celebrations. Very poor and poor households do not own sufficient animals to slaughter one on a 
yearly basis and, therefore, forgo this source of food. 
   
In kind payments are particularly important for very poor and poor households who labor the fields of the better 
off. In kind payments are common both during the planting and weeding phases and also during the harvest 
(especially for rice and groundnuts). Households typically receive cereals as payment (mostly rice), providing a 
cheaper way to access rice when prices rise before the harvest season. In kind payments for labor are as common 
as cash payments in this livelihood zone, the second will be discussed in the following section. 
 
Fish provide a small percentage of annual food needs, firstly because of its low calorific value but also because 
fishing is seldom a year-round activity for the majority households living in this livelihood zone and, furthermore, a 
large proportion of the catch is sold immediately after the day’s fishing. 
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All households were able to reach the minimum food requirements during the reference year. Thanks to 
considerably larger harvests, middle and better off households were self-sufficient for over half of the year. These 
households we able to access quantities of food well over the minimum benchmark of 2100 kcal per person. 
 

 

Sources of Cash Income 

 
Households rely on a range of 
cash income sources in this 
zone, including: crop sales, 
livestock sales, agricultural 
labor, fishing labor, self-
employment, petty trade and 
fish sales.   
 
The income profile of the 
poorest households is 
considerably different to that 
of middle and better off 
households. Very poor 
households cannot rely on 
their own land for a livelihood 
and, instead, rely most 
heavily on working for others 
as agricultural and fishing 
laborers. Additionally, during 
the reference year they sold 
small quantities of crops, 
firewood and charcoal (self-
employment activities) and 
also engaged in petty trade at 
a very small-scale. 
 
The other three wealth 
groups have a similar income 
profile in that they generated 
half of their annual income 
from the sale of crops, despite 
the large differences in 
absolute incomes. Roughly 
half of this income was 
derived from the sale of cash 
crops (vegetables, sesame 
and groundnuts, as well as 
fruits, cocoa and palm oil for 

 
The graph provides a breakdown of total annual cash income in Sierra Leonean Leones 
according to income source. 

 

The graph provides a breakdown of total annual cash income as a percent of annual cash 
income. 
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middle and better off 
households).  
 
Fish sales were most 
important for better off 
households as they are the  

INCOME SUMMARY TABLE (SLL) 

Wealth group Very poor Poor - FHH Middle Better off 

Annual 
income per 
household 16 

1.5 – 3.5 million 3.5 - 7 million 9 – 15 million 15 – 30 million 

 

ones who own the best equipment, can hire extra fishing hands and are better integrated in the fish marketing 
circuits. 
 
Poor households generated additional income from working other households’ land and from selling transformed 
goods such as gari flour (labeled self-employment) and a variety of items purchased for re-sale (petty trade). Middle 
household often own motorbikes and generated additional income providing okada transport services (labeled self-
employment). Livestock sales were the least important source of income; animals are only sold when a pressing 
financial need arises. 
 
In absolute terms, better off households generated six times more cash income than very poor households. Better 
access to land and the capital to invest in agricultural labor and better inputs, as well as ownership of fishing 
equipment and, once again, the capital to invest in the necessary maintenance of this equipment and fishing labor 
is what allows better off households to generate more cash income than other households. On the other end of the 
wealth spectrum, very poor households depend on working for others for 50% of their annual income. Poor 
households achieve a higher degree of financial self-sufficiency and depend on working for others for 20% of their 
annual income. 
 

 

Expenditure Patterns 

 
The graph presents expenditure 
patterns for the reference year 
October 2015-September 2016.  
While absolute expenditure 
increases with wealth in line 
with total cash income, the 
expenditure breakdown by 
percent in this graph shows the 
relative amount of income spent 
on different categories.   
 
Food was, by far, the largest 
expenditure category for all 
groups but the better off. With 
the least access to land and the  

 

 
The graph provides a breakdown of total annual cash expenditure according to 
category of expenditure 

                                                           
16 The average exchange rate from October 2015-September 2016 was 1 USD = 5,500 SL, however, the rate 
fluctuated considerable throughout the 12 month period. 
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re-direction of labor to other income generation activities, very poor households produced the least amounts of 
crops and depended on the market for their food security the most, spending close to 55% of their annual budget 
on food alone. While poor household’s crop production was higher, much of it was cash crops not food crops, and 
therefore, poor household also spent considerable amounts of income purchasing food (around 45% of their annual 
budget). Among the different types of food, all households spent the most on rice, followed by vegetable oil and 
sugar.  
The second and third largest expenses for very poor and poor households were health and education (labeled social 
services) and household items (tea, salt, soap, kerosene and cooking utensils). On average, households spent 2% of 
their annual budget on medicines and other medical costs and 15% on schooling. In absolute terms, however, middle 
and better off households spent an average of three times more per person on health and between four and six 
times more per person on education.  
 
Household items absorbed 12-14% of the annual budget of the very poor and poor households. Expenditure on 
household items was relatively high for middle and better off households (17-21% of annual expenditure) because 
they purchased firewood almost year-round, often sold by very poor households. Better off households also 
commonly paid for water.  
 
Very poor households spent very little on productive inputs; most of their income was generated working for others 
due precisely to the lack of capital to invest in their own productive activities. The top three wealth groups, however, 
spent between 13% and 19% of their annual budget on seeds (especially rice), fertilizer (commonly urea) and 
agricultural tools. Middle and better off households also spent money on hiring agricultural laborers, purchasing 
livestock drugs and livestock among. Some of these items were purchased on credit or thanks to loans.  
 
The last expenditure category, labeled ‘other’, includes transport, cash gifts and community contributions (for 
example a contribution to the mosque), phone credit and charging, festivals and ceremonies, cosmetics and hair 
products, tobacco, house repairs and a certain amount of cash savings. This type of expense will be reduced during 
a bad year and expanded during the good year. Larger amounts of surplus income mean the amount of ‘other’ 
expenses are higher for middle and better of households.   
 

 

Hazards 

 

There are a number of hazards that affect this zone on a yearly basis. The chronic hazards are crop pest and livestock 
pests. Among the most common crop pests are crabs and fish which affect lowland rice production (the impact of 
these can be minimized by adjusting the timing of the planting), as well as rice gall midge (a small fly that causes 
stunting and the failure to develop seeds), rats and termites. Common livestock diseases include Foot and Mouth, 
PPR, and skin diseases which affect small stock and Newcastle disease which can rapidly decimate flocks. Treatments 
can be purchased from the Ministry Agriculture, Forestry and Food Security (MAFFS) for a fee. 
 
The common periodic hazards, which do not occur every year, are flooding and poor or delayed rains. Climate 
change is affecting coastal areas more prominently than inland areas. Localized flooding, due to heavy rains and the 
increase in the volume of water in rivers can happen every two to three years. Heavy rains can wash out crops 
before they are established and waterlogging can also reduce yields. Flooding also makes roads inaccessible so it is 
difficult or becomes more costly to take crops to market to sell. Delayed rains may result in the need for a second 
planting or sowing or the reduction of yields due to interrupted growth.  
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Response Strategies 

 
In response to hazards and years with bad production, households attempt to meet their minimum food needs and 
cash requirements through a number of strategies. These strategies are detailed for this livelihood zone below: 
 

 All households try to reduce expenditure on non-essential or more expensive items first, buying less sugar and 
oil, for instance, and using that money to buy the cheaper staples – imported rice and cassava – instead; or 
cutting down on the cash spent on festivals and initiations, phone credit or tobacco, or eliminating clothes 
purchases for example. Wealthier households can draw on their food stocks and savings. 
 

 Poorer households try to increase their labor income from agricultural work, seeking out more hours working 
on farms owned by better of farmers during land preparation, weeding and harvesting. Households will also 
send an additional member to work, often an older member, child or woman. This strategy is limited by the 
finite number of acres requiring labor and the large available labor force. Depending on the season, households 
can also try to search for opportunities as fishing laborers.  

 

 The poorest households try to increase income from firewood and charcoal production and sale. These are 
natural resources freely available, which can be drawn upon when other strategies have failed, however, the 
volume of sales can only match the demand and sale prices will fall if the local supply increases considerably.  

 

 Middle and better off households try to increase their livestock sales. Poorer households have less protection 
because they only have chickens and a few goats and sheep. Better off households have more livestock and 
benefit from this coping strategy more than poorer households.  

 
 

Key Parameters for Monitoring 

 
The key parameters listed in the table below are food and income sources that make a substantial contribution to 
the household economy in the Coastal Food Crops and Fishing Livelihood Zone. These should be monitored to 
indicate potential losses or gains to local household economies, either through on-going monitoring systems or 
through periodic assessments.  
 

Item Key Parameter - Quantity Key Parameter – Price 

Crops  Rice – quantity produced 

 Maize – quantity produced 

 Millet – quantity produced 

 Beans – quantity produced 

 Cassava – quantity produced 

 Sweet potatoes – quantity produced 

 Groundnuts – quantity produced 

 Sesame – quantity produced  

 Palm oil – quantity produced 

 Vegetables – quantity produced 

 Rice – producer prices 

 Beans – producer prices 

 Cassava – producer prices 

 Groundnuts – producer prices 

 Sesame – producer prices  

 Palm oil – producer prices 

 Vegetables -producer prices 

 Fruits – producer prices 
 

Livestock production  Goat – herd sizes 

 Sheep – herd sizes 

 Goats – producer prices 

 Sheep – producer prices 

Other food and cash 
income 

 Fishing – volume 

 Fishing labor - demand 

 Fish – sale prices 

 Fishing - labor rates  
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 Agricultural labor (pre-harvest) - demand 

 Agricultural labor (harvest) - demand 

 Self-employment - volume 

 Petty trade - volume 

 Pre-harvest agricultural labor rates (in 
kind and in cash) 

 Harvest agricultural labor rates (in kind 
and in cash) 

Expenditure   Rice – consumer prices 

 Oil – consumer prices 

 Sugar – consumer prices 

 

 

 

Program Implications 

 
The longer-term program implications suggested below, include those that were highlighted by the wealth group 
interviewees themselves and those made by the assessment team following detailed discussions and observations 
in the field.  All of these suggestions require further detailed feasibility studies.  
 

Development priorities listed by interviewees 

Improve access to and 
availability of safe and 
reliable water supplies 
and sanitation. 

Provide affordable and 
timely access to 
agricultural inputs 
(especially seeds) 

Provide storage facilities 
for cereals.  

Improve road 
infrastructure and access 
to markets. 

Increase access to 
agricultural inputs, such 
as seed, tools and 
fertilizer. 

Provide access to 
microfinance. 

Provide access to 
affordable and better 
quality health centers. 

 

Provide access to 
affordable and better 
education. 

Improve access to 
electricity. 

Improve roads and 
access to markets. 
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Sierra Leone Baseline Profile 

Kailahun-Kenema-Kono Cash Crops, Food Crops, and 
Trade Livelihood Zone (LZ05) 

November, 
201617 

Zone Description 

 
The Kailahun-Kenema-Kono Cash Crops, Food Crops, and Trade 
Livelihood Zone is found in the eastern province of Sierra 
Leone. The livelihood zone covers the entirety of Kailahun 
district, and significant proportions of Kenema and Kono 
districts, stretching into a small portion of Pujehun district to 
the south. The predominantly lowland zone experiences a 
warm, humid climate throughout the year. The undulating, 
forested landscape becomes more mountainous and rocky 
towards Kailahun, in the east of the zone. The principal 
waterways running through the zone are the Mano, Moa and 
Sewa rivers. Overall, the quality of road infrastructure in the 
zone is poor. The main road leading into the zone is a tarmac 
road. However, most other roads including the Segbwema-
Kono road, the Kailahun-Koindu road, and the Kenema-
Jendeme road are largely unpaved and difficult to access 
during the rainy season. In particular, the road beyond 
Pendembu, reaching to Kailahun and further east into the 
district, is in a parlous condition. The main towns in the district 
include the district capitals of Kailahun, Kenema, and Kono. 
Segbwema, although a smaller town, is nonetheless a 
significant trading route for many commodities.   
 

Cash and food crop production are the principal income-generating activities in the zone, particularly for better-off 
households. Poorer households tend to supplement their meagre earnings from food crop production with a 
substantial amount of agricultural labor. Crop production in the zone – for both cash and food crops – is largely 
done by hand-hoe, requiring significant labor investment. Despite the exponential difference between the income 
of the poorer households and the better-off, all households depend on each other when it comes to agricultural 
production. Gift-giving (in the form of crops, and of livestock) is common in the zone, and poorer households benefit 
from the largesse of better-off households, particularly during the hunger period.   
 
The livelihood zone is known as the cocoa/coffee belt of Sierra Leone. Although coffee production for the past few 
years – according to the residents of the zone – has stagnated somewhat, it is still known to be a surplus zone. As 

                                                           
17 Fieldwork for the current profile was undertaken in November 2016. The information presented in this profile refers 
to the reference year, which was the consumption year that covered the period from October 2015 to September 
2016. Provided there are no fundamental and rapid shifts in the economy, the information in this profile is expected to 
remain valid for approximately five to ten years (i.e. 2021-2026). All prices referred to in the document are for the 

reference year. 
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concerns palm oil and tubers, the livelihood zone is a major surplus zone and exports within Sierra Leone (palm oil 
goes to Bo, Freetown, and Makeni), and to neighboring Guinea and Liberia.   
 

 

Markets 

 
As previously noted, the road conditions within the zone make transportation – especially of bulk goods – quite 
challenging. The principal market towns are the district capitals of Kailahun, Kenema, and Kono. The main road in 
the zone is tarmac, however, the roads branching off from it are dirt roads which are difficult if not impassable 
during the rainy season. In particular, the unpaved and rugged dirt road from Pendembu to Kailahun is a large reason 
for the increased selling and buying prices in Kailahun for key staple foods. Truck drivers are charged excess by those 
hiring them due to the damage incurred to the vehicles in passing through the roads in Kailahun.  
 
The main staple crops of rice and cassava are imported and exported through the Kenema-Segbwema route. 
Kenema, the largest town in the zone, is a key commercial hub, dealing in both small and very large-scale trading, 
including that of diamonds. Rice is imported from June to December, and cassava from July to September. Much of 
the imported rice originates from Pakistan, India, Thailand, and Brazil. Indeed, better-off households from the 
villages journey to the larger towns to buy the 50kgs of rice which they then sell on in cups within the villages. 
Imported rice is available in the zone throughout the year.  
 
Much of the livestock that is traded within the zone comes from Kailahun district, which shares an extensive border 
with both Guinea and Liberia, from where some livestock originates. Goats are traded from Koindu-Kailahun-
Segbwema-Kenema, and sheep from Kailahun to Segbwema, and then on to Kenema. Cattle are not commonly 
reared in the zone. Livestock are traded mainly in November and December, and also during the periods of Muslim 
festivals.  
 
The trade route for coffee and cocoa begins at the farm gate, from where it is sold – usually in kilos, for which 
farmers receive a better price than in bags – to middlemen and the local markets. From there, buying agents in 
districts and chiefdoms bring the products to the intermediary markets within the districts. The final markets are in 
regional headquarter towns, where there are large-scale buyers.  
 
A significant number of the households in the livelihood zone – particularly better off and middle households – are 
engaged in petty trade. They sell principally sundry items that are required for household upkeep on a daily basis.   
 
Around 85% of agriculture-related casual labor performed within the zone occurs in the rural areas, with a further 
10% comprising local non-agricultural labor. Five per cent of labor occurs in the main urban centers, namely, the 
district headquarter towns. Migration out of the livelihood zone is uncommon and occurs generally during bad 
years. Labor migration occurs during the months of August and September, when households are struggling with 
the impact of the annual lean season. Migration into the zone tends to converge around the pockets where diamond 
mining is common.   
 

Timeline and Reference Year 

 

The baseline assessment refers to a very specific time period called the reference year. In the Kailahun-Kenema-
Kono Cash Crops, Food Crops, and Trade Livelihood Zone the reference year covered the consumption period from 
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the start of the main rice harvest in October 2015 until September 2016. During community leader interviews, 
informants were asked to rank the last five years in terms of seasonal performance with ‘1’ indicating a poor season 
and ‘5’ an excellent season. The table below, which summarizes the response of the community leaders, shows the 
overall quality of each production year (which starts with the land preparation period during the first five months of 
the year and ends with the harvests between September and November. Therefore, the production year of 2015 
corresponds to the consumption year of October 2015 – September 2016. As shown in the table, the production 
year corresponding to the reference year had an average harvest. Kailahun was the worst-affected district in Sierra 
Leone by Ebola Virus Disease and, as a result, many NGOs concentrated their emergency activities in this part of the 
zone. Food and non-food items were supplied, and some NGOs began distributing unconditional cash grants to 
vulnerable households to help Ebola-affected households and Ebola survivors meet their essential needs.   
 

Production Year Rank Critical Events 

2015 
 

3 
Some flooding, average agricultural yields, and an increase in stocks in the market. Some 
households received cash assistance from NGOs and government ministries. 

2014 1 
Ebola. Supply of food and non-food Items. Ebola prevention and Control measure laws were 
adhered to by households. There was an increase in wild food collection, and movement was 
severely restricted.  

2013 
 

2 
Outbreak of Ebola towards the middle of 2014. Outbreak of measles. Heavy rainfall. 
Households had to rely on the surplus of stock carried over from the previous year. 

2012 
 

4 Good agricultural yields and limited pest attacks. Cholera outbreak was noted. 

2011 
 

4 Good agricultural yields and limited pest attacks. Lassa fever outbreak was noted. 

 
5 = an excellent season for household food security (e.g. due to good rains, good prices, good crop yields, etc.) 
4 = a good season or above average season for household food security 
3 = an average season in terms of household food security 
2 = a below average season for household food security 
1 = a poor season (e.g. due to drought, flooding, livestock disease, pest attack) for household food security 
 

 

 

Seasonal Calendar for Reference Year 

 
The Kailahun-Kenema-Kono Cash Crops, Food Crops, and Trade Livelihood Zone is a cropping zone, where 
households across the wealth spectrum rely on rain fed crops – either through receiving income from crop sales, 
or through performing agricultural labor. There is one annual rainy season that stretches from April to October 
(and occasionally into November). Rice is the main staple crop produced in the livelihood zone, and production 
occurs in two separate phases. The upland rice harvest begins in October/November. Land preparation and 
planting for upland rice occur in March/April, and June, respectively. “Brushing” – land clearing via burning and 
cutting – of rice farms occurs in January and February, right before land preparation. The lowland rice harvest 
(which occurs in the Inland Valley Swamps (IVS)) begins around December/January. Lowland rice land preparation 
occurs in June, with planting happening in August. Throughout the zone, agricultural labor peaks during the 
months of July to September. 
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Small ruminants are the main type of livestock in the zone, and households do not receive any milk from their 
livestock. These animals are kept mainly for sale, and occasionally for slaughter. Although poor households do own 
some livestock, they tend not to sell, selling at a lower price when they do.  
 
Cocoa and coffee are the main income-generating crops in the zone, particularly for the middle and better off. The 
cocoa harvest coincides with the upland rice harvest in October and with the coffee harvest occurring around 
December. Although coffee and cocoa are harvested in bags of 84kg and 56kg respectively, households buy and sell 
by the kilo – for which they receive a better price than by selling in bags.  
 
The months of July to September are considered to be the hunger season in the livelihood zone. Indeed, it is during 
these months that wild food collection increases, and staple food prices peak. For the Kailahun-Kenema-Kono Cash 
Crops, Food Crops, and Trade Livelihood Zone, the hunger season signifies the end of the consumption year, when 
most households – including the better off – are purchasing staple foods. Wild food collection and sale only tends 
to occur among poorer households, and among very poor households in particular. Bush meat consumption is 
widely practiced throughout the livelihood zone.  
 

 

Wealth Breakdown and Productive Assets 

 
The table below summarizes the types and numbers of productive assets that typical households within each wealth 
group own and/or manage. The graph inside the table shows the percent of households within the zone that falls into 
each wealth group. As the graph demonstrates, the largest percentage of households fall within the middle and poor 
wealth groups.  

* Enter the formatting codes to change the colour of the cells automatically

Rainy season r r r r r r r r r r r r r r

Crops

Upland rice h h h h lp lp lp lp p p p p w w w h h

Lowland rice h h h h lp lp lp lp p p p w w w

Cassava h h h h h h lp lp p p p p w w w w h h

Groundnut

Coffee h h h h lp lp lp lp lp lp

Cocoa h h h h lp lp lp lp lp lp h h h h

Palm oil h h h h lp lp lp lp lp lp

Groundnut p p w w h h

Livestock

Livestock sales peak 7 7 7 7 7 7

Livestock diseases 5 5 5 5 5 5

Other

Agricultural labor peak 4 4 4 4

Firewood sales 3 3 3 3 3 3

Remittances 4 4

Wild food collection 3 3 3 3

Stress & High Expenditure 

High staple prices sp sp sp sp sp sp

Festival season 2 2 2 2

Lean season ls ls ls ls ls ls

Legend Land prep Sowing Weeding Green Cons. Harvest/Thresh.

Jun

e

Jul Aug SepMayOct Nov Dec Jan Feb Mar Apr
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Land cultivated is the principal determinant of wealth in the zone. In particular, ownership of ‘plantations’ – i.e., land 
for permanent crops such as cocoa and coffee – is a particularly important distinction between different wealth groups. 
18 
 
Livestock ownership and the ability to sell livestock are important, although less significant determinants than land 
cultivation. Better off households also tend to own more assets such as mobile phones, okadas (motorcycles), and 
radios. It is worth noting that although the better off and middle own these assets, they are not income-generating 
assets.  
 
Although there is a significant difference in the overall amount of income earned by each wealth group (see Cash 
Income below), the households in this livelihood zone are highly interdependent. Better off and middle households 
depend heavily on the labor of the very poor and poor households for their pre- and post-harvest agricultural labor 
work. In turn, over half of the annual income of poorer households is earned through agricultural labor. Poorer 
households must dedicate a certain amount of their own time to their land cultivation in addition to their labor on the 
land of the better off. Indeed, poorer households often form collectives of labor, in which households assist each other 
in land preparation and agricultural labor, and receive payment in kind, either as a meal, or in rice.  
 

Sources of Food 

 
The graphs below present the sources of food for households in different wealth groups in the livelihood zone for the 
period of October 2015 to September 2016. October represents the start of the consumption year because it is when 
the main harvest of staple cereal crops begins, thereby marking the end of the hunger period. Food is presented as a 
percentage of 2100 kcal per person per day for the 12-month period. Although the reference year follows immediately 
from an Ebola-ravaged period, this was considered an average year. 
 

                                                           
18 Note: During the HEA data collection, communities equate acres cultivated to the number of bushels of the main staple 

cultivated (rice) per acre. One acre corresponds to one bushel (25kg of threshed rice).  
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The primary seasonal crops grown in 
the Kailahun-Kenema-Kono Cash 
Crops, Food Crops and Trade 
Livelihood Zone are rice, cassava, 
maize, and beans. Of these, rice 
contributes the most to household 
food income. Rice contributes 12% to 
very poor and 19% to poor food 
needs. Middle and better off 
households meet 25% and 57% of 
their food needs from this source, 
respectively. Although households in 
this zone produce rice, a very 
significant amount of their staple 
purchase goes toward imported rice. 
Rice is the preferred staple, and is 
substituted with tubers, including 
cassava, sweet potato,  

 
In the graph, food access is expressed as a percentage of minimum food requirements, 
taken as an average food energy intake of 2100 kcals per person per day 

and yam (which comprise between 5% and 14% of households’ food income) when households can no longer afford 
to buy rice.   
 
Palm oil contributes a substantial amount to household kilocalorie consumption for all but the very poor. However, all 
households buy vegetable oil in pints (of 300ml), ranging from one pint every three days (for the very poor) to one 
pint every two days (for the middle and better off).  
 
The only wealth group gaining food income from livestock consumption are the better off. These households slaughter 
up to 2 sheep and/or goats per year, usually for ceremonial purposes, or when they receive guests.  
 
Very poor households receive payment in kind for labor exchange, earning them approximately 11% of their annual 
food income.  
 
The principal items in non-staple purchase include sugar, and dried and fresh fish.  
 
Across the wealth spectrum, all households are meeting their food needs while at the same time selling a substantial 
amount of what they produce. Were they not to sell, and were all food sources translated into calories, all households 
would exceed both their survival and livelihoods protection thresholds. 

 

 

Sources of Cash Income 

 
Poor, Middle and Better off households depend on seasonal and, more importantly, cash crop sales for over 50% of their reference 
year income. Proportionally, cash crop sales contribute 69% of better off income, 37% of middle households’ income, and 32% of 
poor households’ income. 
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The principal reason for the disparity in income 
between poorer and better off households is largely 
due to the amount of land owned, and subsequently 
the amount of land dedicated to cash crop production. 
Very poor households are generally unable to cultivate 
more than an acre, all of which is hand-cultivated and 
dedicated solely to seasonal crop production. 
Moreover, very poor households are selling a 
significant amount of what they produce and in turn 
are buying much of their annual staple food needs. As 
concerns better off households, they can cultivate ten 
times more land than the very poor, approximately 
60% of which is dedicated to permanent crops such as 
cocoa, coffee, and palm oil.   
 
It is important to note that very poor households were 
receiving cash transfers from NGOs operating in the 
livelihood zone. Many such transfers were a 
continuation of support to vulnerable households 
received during the Ebola Crisis. 
 
The table on the above indicates the total reference 
year income per wealth group in SLL based on the mid-
point value of a range. 
 
Poorer households can receive credit through Village 
Savings and Loan Associations (VSLA) or through their 
own localized form of tontine called osusu. Middle and 
better off households can also engage in these forms 
of savings and investment; however, they generally 
have better access to community banks, in which they 
can open accounts and buy shares. 
 
Poor and middle households receive a similar 
proportion of their income from cash crop sales. 
However, since middle households possess more 
social capital and a higher ability to engage in petty 
trade and small business, this distinguishes them from 
poorer households. 
 
Wage labor rates in the zone vary quite considerably 
depending on location. However, an average daily rate 
of SLL 8000 can be taken to be representative of most 
forms of wage labor. One exception is weeding, which 
is women’s work, and therefore pays considerably less 
well. 

  

 
The graph provides a breakdown of total annual cash income in Sierra Leonean 
Leones according to income source. 

 

 
The graph provides a breakdown of total annual cash income as a percent of 
annual cash income. 
 

INCOME SUMMARY TABLE (SLL) 

Wealth group Very poor Poor  Middle Better Off 

Annual income 
per household 
19 

3-4.5 million 4.5-10 
million 

10-25 million 35-150 million 

                                                           
19 The average exchange rate from October 2015 – September 2016 was 1 USD = 5,500 SL 
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Wage labor rates are also dependent on whether households receive a meal. On average, a wage labor rate received with a meal is SLL 
2000 less than that received without a meal. Working households tend to prefer having cash in hand to receiving a meal during their 
labor. 

 

Expenditure Patterns 

 
The graph presents expenditure 
patterns for the reference year 
October 2015 to September 
2016.  While absolute 
expenditure increases with 
wealth in line with total cash 
income, the expenditure 
breakdown by percent in this 
graph shows the relative 
amount of income spent on 
different categories.   
 
The overall expenditure on 
staple food items (in red) 
decreases with wealth, as 
expected in an agricultural zone. 
Interestingly, non-staple food 
expenditure also appears to 
decrease with wealth, however 
this is because proportionally, 

 

 
The graph provides a breakdown of total annual cash expenditure according to 
category of expenditure 

less of the better off groups’ income is spent on food overall. 
Very poor households spend the largest amount of their own income (32%) on staple food purchase alone.  
 
Household items include tea, salt, soap, kerosene and utensils (pots and pans, which households generally buy on 
an annual basis). Social services include such items as school fee spending, and medicine (both traditional and 
modern). Expenditure on these items increases with wealth, as expected, not only because household size 
increases with wealth, but also because middle and especially better off households can afford to send their 
children to tertiary education institutions. Indeed, for those households who can afford to send their children to 
secondary school (including some poorer households), parents must supply their children with food, a stipend, and 
the cost of uniforms, books, and fees, which are considerably higher for secondary than for primary education.  
 
Expenditure items in the non-staple food basket include, for all households, beans, sugar, meat, oil, and dried and 
fresh fish. Although these items do not provide households with a substantial amount of kilocalories, they are 
nutritionally significant and are furthermore an important distinguishing factor in terms of household wealth. The 
more households are able to spend on such items, the better off they tend to be. 
 
Expenditure on inputs provides a further distinction in wealth between households. For poorer households, inputs 
are generally limited to tools (hand hoe, cutlass), seeds, and occasionally ploughing and labor (which is performed 
in collectives and, therefore, no payment is necessary). For middle and better off households, inputs include the 
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aforementioned items in addition to agricultural labor spending, business investments, market stall taxes, and 
livestock purchase. Livestock, while not owned in large quantities in the livelihood zone, are an important safety 
net and source of food for many households, and the ability to increase one’s herd size is an important indicator of 
wealth.  
 
Included under “other” expenditure are loan repayments, gifts (zakat, and community obligations), and livelihoods 
protection-related items such as house repairs, transport, and phone credit. Festivals, and money spent on beer 
and cigarettes are included in this category. Only middle and better off households were able to save money during 
the reference year, and this is included under expenditure as it is money that was not spent on the household. 
Loans tend to be taken out during the lean season, the end of which coincides with the beginning of the school 
year. Middle and better off households also invest their loans in businesses and petty trade.  

 

Hazards 

 

The chronic hazards affecting crop and livestock production are pest attacks and scabies, respectively. Chronic 
hazards for human health include cholera and malaria, which are common during the rainy season – the end of 
which coincides with the lean season. 
 
The intermittent hazard in the livelihood zone is flooding. In some parts of the zone, there are community byelaws 
against people who rely on livestock production. This is because livestock – and wild animals – attack the crops, 
destroying households’ livelihoods. Moreover, many farmers lack knowledge of disease control, which hampers 
their efforts to effectively produce both livestock and crops.  
 

Response Strategies 

 
In response to hazards and years with bad production, households attempt to meet their minimum food needs and 
cash requirements through several strategies. These strategies are detailed for this livelihood zone below: 
 

 All households try to reduce expenditure on non-essential or more expensive items first, buying less sugar and 
oil, for instance, and using that money to buy the cheaper staples – tubers, especially cassava – instead; or 
cutting down on festivals, tobacco and beer, or eliminating clothing purchases. 

 Poorer households will increase the proportion of high value crop sales (for example groundnuts or beans), 
reducing the amounts reserved for household consumption, in order to generate extra cash. 

 Poorer households will increase their wild food collection. Additionally, adults in households will reduce their 
food consumption so that children can eat. These households will also migrate in search of labor. 

 Better off households will increase their livestock sales and the amount of petty trade in which they engage. 
They will also try to increase the remittances they receive from outside the livelihood zone. 

 

Key Parameters for Monitoring 

 
The key parameters listed in the table below are food and income sources that make a substantial contribution to 
the household economy in the Kailahun-Kenema-Kono Cash Crops, Food Crops and Trade Livelihood Zone. These 
should be monitored to indicate potential losses or gains to local household economies, either through on-going 
monitoring systems or through periodic assessments.  
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Item Key Parameter - Quantity Key Parameter – Price 

Crops  Rice - quantity produced 

 Maize – quantity produced 

 Cassava – quantity produced 

 Sweet potato – quantity produced 

 Yam – quantity produced 

 Groundnut – quantity produced 

 Palm oil – quantity produced 

 Vegetables – quantity produced 

 Fruits – quantity produced 

 Cocoa – quantity produced 

 Coffee – quantity produced 

 Rice – producer prices 

 Maize – producer prices 

 Cassava – producer prices 

 Groundnut – producer prices 

 Palm oil – producer prices 

 Vegetables – producer prices 

 Fruits – producer prices 

 Cocoa – producer prices 

 Coffee – producer prices 

Other food and cash 
income 

 Sheep – herd sizes  

 Pre- and post-harvest agricultural labor - 
demand 

 Remittances - volume 

 Petty trade – volume of trade 

 Cash transfers – volume  

 Credit – volume  

 Sheep sales – producer prices 

 Pre- and post-harvest agricultural labor 
rates 

Expenditure   Rice – consumer prices 

 Cassava – consumer prices 

 Oil – consumer prices 
 

 

 

Program Implications 

 
The longer-term program implications suggested below, include those that were highlighted by the wealth group 
interviewees themselves and those made by the assessment team following detailed discussions and observations 
in the field.  All of these suggestions require further detailed feasibility studies.  
 

Poorer households Wealthier households 

Primary and secondary schools  Tertiary education for children 

Food and cash aid Safe drinking water 

Good toilet facilities Access to loan facilities 

Access to more land for agriculture Access to credit facilities 

Access to safe drinking water Access to storage facilities 

Improved health services (and access to these 
facilities) 

Improved health care services  

Provision of farm inputs Access to improved farm inputs 
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Sierra Leone Baseline Profile 

Kono-Kenema-Bo Rice, Tree Crops and Timbers 
Livelihood Zone (SL06) 

April, 201720 

Zone Description 

 
The Kono-Kenema-Bo Rice, Tree Crops and Timbers Livelihood 
Zone lies across parts of Kono, Kenema and Bo districts. This is 
a warm, lowland and temperate livelihood zone whose 
topography is characterized by flat plains, hills and mountains. 
In addition to agricultural land there are forests in the zone: all 
of the Gboi Hills Forest Reserve and parts of both the Kangari 
Hills Forest Reserve and the Tama Forest Reserve fall within it. 
The main rivers are the Sewa which flows from north to south 
and the Teye. Koidu, the capital of Kono district falls within this 
zone. This city is an important commercial and diamond 
trading center. A main road links Koidu to Magburaka, Makeni 
and ultimately Freetown in the west, and to Guinea in the east. 
Another main road links Koidu to Kenema in the south and 
then to Bo in the south-west. The population of the zone is 
approximately 515,00021  people. In addition to its other 
natural resources there are both gold and diamonds to be 
found in the zone. 
 
There is one main rainy seasons from April to October, 
followed by the dry season from November to March. Annual 
rainfall averages 800-1400mm. Fertile sandy clay soils 
predominate and make the zone highly productive for 
agriculture. This is a food surplus livelihood zone. 

 
Household livelihoods in this mixed zone depend on crop production, trade, mining, livestock production and labor. 
Rice is the main staple crop cultivated. Households also grow a wide range of other crops: sorghum, maize, sesame, 
beans, cassava, sweet potatoes, yams, coco yams, and vegetables.  This zone is particularly known for its tree crops 
–palm oil, cocoa, fruit, coffee and kola nuts - which are primarily cultivated by middle and better off households. 
Crop production is rain-fed apart from lowland rice, which is dependent on water which collects naturally in swamp 
areas fed by both rainfall, and streams and rivers. Land is worked by hand, and it is the production of rice, cassava, 
sweet potatoes and vegetables which require the most labor. Households in the upper groups pay members of very 
poor and poor households to work on their fields: cultivation work (land preparation, planting and weeding) is paid 

                                                           
20 Fieldwork for the current profile was undertaken from January to February 2017. The information presented in this 
profile refers to the reference year, which was the consumption year that covered the period September 2015 to August 
2016. Provided there are no fundamental and rapid shifts in the economy, the information in this profile is expected to 
remain valid for approximately five to ten years (i.e. 2021-2026). All prices referred to in the document are for the 
reference year. 
21 Calculated based on the population of the 20 chiefdoms within the zone, according to the 2015 census. 
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in cash, harvest work is paid in kind (rice). Households also work in rotating labor groups in which, say, 10 people 
will work on one member’s fields; that member will provide meals for the day. The group will then work on another 
member’s fields until they have worked on the farms of each member. Agricultural inputs include tools, machines, 
improved seeds and fertilizers and may be purchased for cash on the market; these are particularly important in 
vegetable cultivation.  
 
Goats and sheep are the main livestock in the zone. They free graze and consume grass Households also own hens. 
They do not typically buy feed or pay for water for livestock. Water in the wet season comes from rivers and seasonal 
ponds, and in the dry season from reservoirs and rivers. Animals are not milked. Better off households tend to 
market their livestock when prices are high around festival time, while poor households are more likely to sell 
animals during the lean season to generate extra cash. The main input for livestock is drugs, which are purchased 
on the market. 
 
Another important feature of the zone is that households in all wealth groups engage in petty trading and mining 
activities. Middle and better off households employ members of poor and very poor households to carry out casual 
labor on diamond and gold mining sites (in pits and in riverbeds) for them. Middle and better off households also 
earn money from selling timber from trees that they own.  There is a small amount of fishing in the zone, primarily 
carried out by members of poor households.  

 

Markets 

 
Although tarmac roads link the district capital of Kono (Koidu) inside the zone with the district capitals of Kenema 
and Bo outside the zone and with the rest of the country, the transportation infrastructure within the zone itself is 
not well developed. Most roads are dirt roads, which are rocky and mountainous and in poor condition. Road access 
during the dry season is reasonable, but is very bad during the rainy season. Bridges are often very narrow. 
Household members travel to market on foot (if they live near a market) or by motorbike (which is much more 
expensive). Aside from the main district-level markets (Kono, Kenema and Bo districts) which serve this zone, there 
are also village level markets in Koribundu, Boajedu, Blama, Pangama, Jonhun and Dima. Market access for most 
households in the zone is poor.   
 
The main crops sold by households are tree crops (cocoa, coffee, kola nut, and palm oil), food crops (rice, 
groundnuts, sweet potatoes, and cassava), and vegetables. Crops are sold either at the farm gate to middlemen or 
in daily and periodic markets at village level. From there they are traded to district level markets and on to Freetown. 
Crop sales peak during and after the harvest, and continue throughout the year. Goats and sheep are also sold in 
village markets and then taken to district level markets and on to Freetown. Trade in these animals continues 
throughout the year, but is particularly high around festival times and during the lean season. Households in the 
upper two wealth groups are able to sell their crops and animals at higher prices than households in the lower two 
wealth groups; they can wait to sell crops when prices start to rise after the period of low prices during and 
immediately after the harvest, and they sell animals when they are in better condition and in higher demand. 
 
The main staple bought by households is imported rice, particularly during the lean season. This comes from 
countries such as Thailand, Pakistan and India and is brought into the zone from Freetown, to district level markets 
and then to village level markets throughout the year. The labor market is mostly local: around 85% of labor 
performed by people from the zone is carried out in local rural areas. This includes both agricultural labor and casual 
mining labor, which poorer households typically carry out for the middle and better off.  Around 10% of labor 
performed by people from the zone is carried out in local towns. The remaining 5% is carried out outside the zone 
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in district capitals or in Freetown. This involves either work as a motorcycle taxi driver or skilled employment. Those 
who do this are away from the zone for the entire year. 
 

Timeline and Reference Year 

 

The baseline assessment refers to a very specific time period called the reference year. In the Kono-Kenema-Bo Rice, 
Tree Crops and Timbers Livelihood Zone the reference year covered the consumption period from September 2015 
to August 2016. During community leader interviews, informants were asked to rank the last five years in terms of 
seasonal performance with ‘1’ indicating a poor season and ‘5’ an excellent season. The table below, which 
summarizes the responses of the community leaders, shows year quality by production year (which starts with the 
land preparation period for upland rice from January to February, continues through the planting period in April and 
May, and ends with the rice harvest from September to October for upland rice, and November to December for 
lowland rice). Therefore, the production year of 2015 corresponds to the consumption year of September 2015-
August 2016. As shown in the table, the production year corresponding to the reference year was a slightly below 
average year for food security. The previous production year –which was at the time of the Ebola outbreak- was a 
below average year. Government bans on trading and movement (implemented to reduce the spread of the virus), 
death, illness and the need to care for family members all negatively affected household livelihoods. The three years 
before the Ebola epidemic, on the other hand, were average, good or excellent production seasons for household 
food security. This zone is not typically affected by violent conflict and there was no violent conflict during the 
reference year. 
 

Production Year 
 
Rank Critical Events 

2015 
 

2.5 Late planting & heavy rains. 

2014 
 

2 Ebola epidemic. Restrictions on movement. 

2013 
 

3 Erratic rainfall. Crop pests. 

2012 
 

4 Good rainfall. A good season. 

2011 5 Good rainfall. An excellent season. 

5 = an excellent season for household food security (e.g. due to good rains, good prices, good crop yields, etc.) 
4 = a good season or above average season for household food security 
3 = an average season in terms of household food security 
2 = a below average season for household food security 
1 = a poor season (e.g. due to drought, flooding, livestock disease, pest attack) for household food security 

 

 

Seasonal Calendar for Reference Year 

This livelihood zone has one long rainy season from April to October. Rice is the main staple and the consumption 
year begins with the main harvest of upland rice in September and October. Land is prepared in January and 
February: this is a labor-intensive period of the production year. Sowing take place in April and May. Land for lowland 
rice cultivation is prepared in July and into August, sowing takes place towards the end of August and the harvest 
comes in from November to December. 
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Households also grow cassava and maize which are harvested at a similar time in December. Sweet potatoes are 
harvested from September to October and groundnuts in August, providing a source of food and cash income before 
the consumption year begins in September. As for the permanent crops, palm oil is produced from February to May, 
cocoa from September to December, and coffee in December. 
 
The dry season is from November to March. The sale of permanent crops such as palm oil, cocoa and coffee brings 
in some cash income during this period –primarily for the middle and better off who own the majority of such crops. 
Mining also takes place during the dry season from January to March; members of poorer households are paid by 
the middle and better off to work on mining sites away from their villages. Very poor and poor households also carry 
out casual agricultural labor for the middle and better off. This peaks from January to April and again during the 
harvest from September to October. 

 
 
The festival and initiation season is from December to January. Human diseases peak towards the end of the dry 
season and at the beginning of the rains. These are both times of year when households increase their expenditure 
whether on food for festivals, or medicines. Sheep and goats sales take place throughout the year and provide those 
households who own them (mainly the middle and better off) with additional cash income. Timber sales also take 
place throughout the year. 
 
Towards the end of the consumption year, the situation gets harder, particularly for poorer households. This is the 
lean season when harvests have run out or are depleted and these households are dependent on the market for 
their food. Staple food prices are also high during the lean season, meaning households must spend more to 
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purchase their minimum food needs. In June and July wild foods are available and poorer households consume these 
to supplement their food intake. 

 

 

Wealth Breakdown and Productive Assets 

 
The table above summarizes the types and numbers of productive assets that typical households within each wealth 
group own and/or manage. The graph inside the table shows the percent of households within the zone that falls into 
each wealth group.  
 
In this cropping zone the main determinant of wealth is the amount of land a household cultivates. At the upper end 
of the wealth spectrum better off households cultivate 11-15 acres of land, and at the lower end the very poor cultivate 
0.5-1.5 acres. In a livelihood zone where cultivation is done by hand, the amount of labor a household can employ is 
closely related to the amount of land they cultivate. Household sizes increase with wealth from 4-6 for a typical very 
poor household to 10-12 for a typical better off household, meaning that the wealthier a household is the more intra-
household labor they have. In addition, households in the middle and better off groups have the means to employ 
members of poor and very poor households to carry out casual agricultural labor on their fields.  These households 
are also able to spend significantly more money on agricultural inputs, such as seeds, tools, and fertilizer. The main 
constraints to crop production in this livelihood zone –particularly for poorer households- are a lack of land, an inability 
to employ labor, and the damage caused by crop pests such as grasshoppers and rodents. 
 
Ownership of permanent crops is also concentrated among middle and better off households, and it is they who 
produce cocoa, fruit, coffee, kola nuts and palm oil. It is also the middle and better off who own trees which they sell 
for timber. Poor households, however, do own at least one palm tree and this allows them to produce small amounts 
of palm oil. The very poor are the only group not to cultivate any such crops.  
 
Livestock ownership is less important, but is still a factor which determines wealth. The very poor own only 3-5 hens; 
the poor own some goats in addition; and the middle and better off typically own goats, sheep and hens. Livestock 
ownership is linked to the amount of land cultivated in that cash earned from livestock sales can be put towards the 
purchase of agricultural inputs or paying for labor; and cash earned from crop sales can be put towards the purchase 
of animal drugs. The main constraints to livestock production in this livelihood zone –particularly for poorer 
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households- are a lack of money both to buy animals to increase herd sizes, and to pay for inputs such as livestock 
drugs, and the threat of livestock diseases such as rabies, diarrhoea, and Newcastle disease.  
 
The combination of the above productive assets means that households in the upper wealth groups have more capital 
than the lower two wealth groups; this allows them to invest more in and receive greater returns from other economic 
activities typical of the zone, including mining and petty trade. These activities themselves also have an important 
function in determining wealth. The more money a household can earn from mining and petty trade the more land 
they are able to buy and the more crops they can produce. 
 
The very poor and poor do not own cell phones, but middle and better off households own one and two respectively. 
Cell phones have become an essential means of staying connected to people and information, and there are both 
productive as well as social reasons for having them. Better off households also own a motorbike, which they use for 
transport. 
 
The percentage of households divided by wealth group is weighted towards the lower end of the spectrum.  According 
to local informants 50-65% households fall in the very poor and poor groups, while middle and better off households 

make up 35-50% of all households in the zone. It is important to note, however, that, given their larger household 
sizes, the percentage of the population falling into the upper wealth groups is actually larger than the percentage of 
households falling into these groups 

 

Sources of Food 

The graph to the right presents the 
sources of food for households in 
different wealth groups in the 
livelihood zone for the period 
September 2015-August 2016. 
September represents the start of the 
consumption year because it is when 
the main harvest of upland rice, the 
staple cereal, begins, thereby marking 
the end of the lean season. Food is 
presented as a percentage of 2100 
kcal per person per day for the 12-
month period. This was considered a 
slightly below average year.      
 
Households in this zone have three 
main sources of food: their own crops, 
market purchase, and –for the two 
poorer groups- payment in-kind for 
casual labor. The poor also received 

 
In the graph, food access is expressed as a percentage of minimum food 
requirements, taken as an average food energy intake of 2100 kcals per person per 
day.   

a small proportion of their food needs from fishing and consuming the fish they caught (1%), and the middle and 
better off received 0-1% of their annual food needs from consuming the meat of the sheep and goats they 
slaughtered during the reference year (typically 2 animals per middle household and 3 per better off household). As 
discussed in the ‘wealth breakdown’ section above middle and better off households cultivate more land than 
households in the two poorer groups. They are therefore able to meet more of their minimum food requirement 
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from consuming their own crops. During the reference year own crops provided 68% of the food energy needs of a 
typical middle household and 75% of those of a typical better off household. By contrast they provided 46% of food 
needs of a typical poor household and 40% of a typical very poor household. Consequently, poorer households were 
more dependent on the market to meet their minimum food needs. The very poor was the only group to rely more 
on the market (for 47% of their food needs) than their own crops. The poor depended on the market (which provided 
45% of their food requirement) almost the same amount as they depended on their own crops. A lower percentage 
of food needs (36-37%) came from market purchase for the middle and better off.  
 
A range of crop are grown for consumption. Rice is the main staple: in the reference year a typical very poor 
household produced 267kg of rice, a typical poor household produced 400kg, a typical middle household 950kg, and 
a typical better off household 1550kg. Poorer households consumed a little over 60% of their harvest. Middle 
households consumed 56% and better off households 46%; in other words wealthier households were able to sell a 
larger proportion of their harvest. Sorghum and maize are the other cereals consumed. Cassava, sweet potatoes, 
yams and coco yams are the root crops typically consumed. In addition, households also consume their own 
groundnuts, beans, sesame and palm oil –all apart from the very poor who do not produce palm oil.  
 
Households sold part of the harvest of all the above crops (apart from the very poor who did not sell any of their coco 
yams). Had households consumed all that they produced the poor would have covered 84% of their annual food 
needs, the poor 120%, the middle 195% and the better off 228%. This shows not only how much more the better off 
and middle produced but also how much surplus they had available to sell. The poor still produced enough crops to 
cover more than their minimum food needs; the very poor alone produced less than 100% of their needs. However, 
once these two groups had sold crops to cover essential expenditures they had a considerable food gap to fill.  
 
The main staple purchased was rice. Poorer households bought this in cups for 7-8 months of the year; households 
in the upper wealth groups bought rice in 50kg sacks for only 3 months of the year. All households also bought 
cassava. Non-staple foods contributed a similar amount (22-26%) to the minimum food needs of all wealth groups. 
The main non-staple purchased was oil which accounted for 15-16% of the food requirement of poorer groups and 
13-14% of the upper two groups. Overall, however, households in the upper two groups consumed more oil, because 
they received more from their palm trees. All households bought sugar throughout the year, and beans, sweet 
potatoes, fresh fish, and dried fish for part of the year. The better off alone bought meat. It was the middle and better 
off who could afford to buy more of these ‘luxury foods’ – fish, meat and sugar. Lastly, payment in kind contributed 
11% of minimum food needs to very poor households and 8% to poor households. During the rice harvest 8 of 10 
laborers will harvest for the owner of a field, and 2 laborers will harvest for the group of laborers; this is what they 
receive in payment for their work. 
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Sources of Cash Income 

 
In the Kono-Kenema-Bo Rice, 
Tree Crops and Timbers 
Livelihood Zone, households 
received their income from 
six sources: crop sales, labor, 
mining, petty trade, livestock 
sales and fish sales.   
 
Crop sales are the major 
source of cash income for the 
poor, middle and better off 
groups. They accounted for 
42% of total cash income of a 
typical poor household 63% 
of that of a typical middle 
household and 60% of that of 
a better off household. In 
contrast, the very poor are 
primarily laborers and 
received 48% of their cash 
income from local agricultural 
labor and casual mining labor. 
The poor also depend 
substantially on a 
combination of agricultural 
labor and casual mining labor 
for 37% of their cash income. 
 
The middle and better off 
earned most of their cash 
from the sale of permanent 
crops: cocoa, coffee, palm oil, 
and kola nuts, followed by 
cereals and root crops. They 
also sold fruit and vegetables, 
and ‘other crops’ which 
included sesame, beans and 
groundnuts. The very poor 
and poor earned most from 
selling cereals and roots  

 

The graph provides a breakdown of total annual cash income in Sierra Leonean Leones 
according to income source. 

The graph provides a breakdown of total annual cash income as a percent of annual cash 
income. 

INCOME SUMMARY TABLE (SLL) 

Wealth group Very poor Poor  Middle Better off 

Annual 
income per 
household 22 

3.4million – 
4.5 million 

4.5million- 
5.7million 

11 million- 
17 million 

22million- 

28million 

 

                                                           
22 The average exchange rate from September 2015-August 2016 was 1 USD = 5,500 SLL. Note that the typical cash 
income figure for each group is not necessarily the mid-point of these ranges.   
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crops, followed by other crop sales, and then fruit and vegetables.  
 
Unlike the middle and better off, they earned least or nothing at all from selling cocoa, coffee, palm oil and kola 
nuts. Differences in income from these crops is one of the differences between the two upper and two lower wealth 
groups. Another is the price obtained for crops. The very poor and poor generally sell during the harvest period 
when prices are low; middle and better off households have the resources to wait to sell when prices are higher. 
Thus, in the reference year the two lower groups sold rice at 1,500 SLL per kilogram, and the two upper groups sold 
rice at 2,000 SLL per kilogram. There was the same trend with several other crops, including maize, beans, sesame, 
groundnuts, yams, and palm oil.  
 
The middle and better off also timber from their trees, and livestock (typically 2 goats and 1 sheep in the case of the 
middle, and 3 goats and 2 sheep in the case of the better off). As with crops these groups were able to sell their 
livestock for a higher price than the poor. While the middle and better off sold goats for 200,000 SLL per animal, 
poor households typically sold 1 goat for 150,000 SLL. The very poor do not own sheep and goats, but –as with the 
other three groups –they sold hens.  
 
The remaining two sources of cash income for the upper two wealth groups are mining and petty trade. Typically 
two people in middle and better off households carry out petty trade (for example in food items and clothing). This 
is also a major income source for the two poorer groups; however, in these households only one person carries out 
this activity. The main difference between the two upper and two lower groups, however, is the amount of money 
invested. The middle and better off have more money and are able to travel to larger markets to carry out trade. 
The very poor and poor are only able to engage in petty trade at a village level. 
 
In the case of mining, middle and better off households employ members of poor and very poor households to carry 
out diamond and gold mining for them. Typically one member of very poor and poor households works in a mining 
site for 2-3 months a year. Middle and better off households are able to do this because they have the money to 
hire labor, and –importantly- to buy food for those working in mining sites. The very poor and poor are only able to 
do mining as paid laborers (categorized as ‘casual mining labor’ in the graph), because they have less capital to 
invest in mining activities and are not able to feed themselves while they are at mining sites and therefore depend 
on households in the upper two groups to do this. 
 
Casual mining labor generates around 35% of the cash income that poor and very poor households receive from 
labor. The remaining 65% comes from local agricultural labor for middle and better off households. Very poor and 
poor households are paid in cash for labor carried out in the pre-harvest period: they prepare land, plant, weed, 
plough and do brushing. For harvest labor they are paid in-kind and not in cash; payment for this labor has therefore 
been captured in the ‘Sources of Food’ section above. Very poor households also earn money from palm oil tapping 
and transportation for middle and better off households; this has been included in the agricultural labor category 
on the graph. Poor households do not typically do this; unlike the very poor they own at least one palm tree and 
produce palm oil themselves. However, it is the poor alone who typically earn a small amount of money from selling 
fish, which they catch with traditional hooks and simple nets.  
 
What of differences in total cash income between wealth groups? When we adjust the calculation to take into 
account the larger household sizes of the wealthier groups, the better off earned 2.5 times more per person than 
the very poor, 2.4 times than the poor, and almost 30% more than the middle. In absolute terms, the difference is 
of course larger: for example, the better off earned over 5.5 times more than the very poor. 
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Expenditure Patterns 

 
The graph presents 
expenditure patterns for the 
reference year September 
2015- August 2016.  While 
absolute expenditure 
increases with wealth in line 
with total cash income, the 
expenditure breakdown by 
percent in this graph shows 
the relative amount of 
income spent on different 
categories.   
 
As in other areas of Sierra 
Leone, households in this 
zone needed to cover a range 
of essential expenditures 
over the year. These include: 

 
The graph provides a breakdown of total annual cash expenditure according to category 
of expenditure 

staple food, non-staple food, household items, productive inputs, social services (which includes school and 
health), clothes and other miscellaneous items.  
 
Relative expenditure on staple foods decreases as we move up the wealth spectrum. In other words poorer 
households have to spend a larger portion of their annual cash just to meet basic food needs. There is no clear 
trend across wealth groups in terms of spending on non-staple foods: very poor and better off households spent 
over a quarter of their total cash on non-staples; poor and middle households spent 18-22%. However, in absolute 
terms middle and better off households were able to spend more on ‘luxury’ food items such as sugar and fish. The 
better off also spent over 2 million SLL buying meat throughout the year; and it is this in part which accounts for 
their spending more proportionally on non-staple foods than households in the middle group who did not buy 
meat.  
 
The two upper groups spent proportionally much more on productive inputs than the lower two groups: 19-21% 
compared to 3-5%. In absolute terms the difference is also large. The better off spent 39 times more on inputs than 
the very poor, 20 times more than the poor and 70% more than the middle. These differences between the middle 
and better off on the one hand and the poor and very poor on the other are largely because the two upper groups 
hire labor to cultivate their land and to work on mining sites. This accounted for 63% of the middle’s spending on 
inputs and 70% of that of the better off. These two groups also spent money on fertilizer (17% of this budget for 
the middle; 11% for the better off), seeds (11-12% of the inputs budget), agricultural tools (6-7%) and animal drugs 
(1-2%). The very poor and poor spent most money on seeds (56-57% of their spending on inputs), and the 
remainder on agricultural tools (43-44%). They did not spend money on labor, fertilizer or animal drugs. 
 
Spending on social services (health and education) made up a large proportion of expenditure of all groups: 9-12% 
of the two lower groups, 26% of the middle and 17% of the better off. As with inputs we notice that the two upper 



88 
 
 

groups were able to spend more per capita on this category than very poor and poor: 3-4 times more per person 
than the poor, and 4-5.5 times more per person than the very poor. 
 
All households spent money on household items. Households in all groups spent around half of their budget for 
households items on salt and condiments. The very poor, poor and middle spent around 30% on soap and 18-20% 
on lighting/batteries. The better off spent proportionally less of their household items budget on soap (17%),  and 
lighting/batteries (11%). They were the only group to spend money on firewood (14% of this budget) and utensils 
(5% of this budget). Both the middle and better off also spent a small proportion of their cash for household items 
on tea (5% each). All households spent 4-6% of their total cash income on clothes. Households in this zone do not 
typically spend money on water.  
 
The remaining category of expenditure is ‘other,’ items which includes spending on tax, community contributions, 
transport and communication, festival, initiations, and other non-essential items. These are often discretionary 
expenditures which can be reduced or redirected in a bad year to buy more essential items if necessary. Absolute 
expenditure in this category increased with wealth, but differences between wealth groups were not that large. 
The better off spent 50% more per capita on ‘other’ items than the middle, 60% more than the poor and 2.2 times 
more than the very poor. 

 

Hazards 

 
There are two main hazards which affect this zone every year. The first is crop pests, including grasshoppers, birds 
and rodents. Grasshoppers can seriously damage crops such as cassava and vegetables. Birds consume crops in 
fields, and rats and rodents can damage root as well as cereal crops in the field and in storage. Rodents also spread 
diseases, making rodent infestations doubly problematic for households. The second main hazard is erratic rainfall. 
When rains begin late, planting is delayed. Poorly distributed rains or unusually heavy rainfall during parts of the 
production cycle may damage crops and reduce the amount harvested.  
 
The main intermittent hazards affecting this zone are livestock diseases, conflict, wild animals, high winds, scabies 
and bush fires. Rabies, trypanosomiasis, and diarrhoea are the main illnesses affecting goats and sheep. Newcastle 
disease affects poultry and can wipe out an entire flock of hens. Conflict occurs when cattle belonging to Fulani 
herders stray into fields and eat crops. Wild animals may attack and kill livestock. High winds, scabies and bush 
fires may damage and destroy crops. 
 

Response Strategies 

 
In response to hazards and years with bad production, households attempt to meet their minimum food needs and 
cash requirements through a number of strategies. These strategies are detailed for this livelihood zone below: 
 

 All households try to reduce expenditure on non-essential or more expensive items first, buying less fish and 
meat for instance, and using that money to buy the cheaper staples – imported rice and cassava – instead; or 
cutting down on festivals and initiations, phone credit, and transport. 

 Households increase their income from crop sales, selling more and consuming less of their higher value crops, 
for example.  

 Poorer households increase their consumption of wild foods. 

 Poorer households try to increase the amount of mining labor they do. 
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 Very poor, poor, and even middle households try to increase their labor income from agricultural work, seeking 
more hours and sending more people to work on farms owned by the middle and better off. However, the 
expandability of this option may be limited, because as supply of labor increases wage rates tend to decrease, 
and middle and better off households often reduce the amount of labor they pay for during bad years. 

 Middle and better off households increase their livestock sales. This option is less open to poorer households 
who own fewer animals. 

 Wealthier households have the capital to apply for loans from community banks (when they are members) to 
see them through difficult periods. 

 All households seek to increase their income from petty trade, for example by increasing the number of 
households members doing this activity.  

 
 
 

Key Parameters for Monitoring 

 
The key parameters listed in the table below are food and income sources that make a substantial contribution to 
the household economy in the Kono-Kenema-Bo Rice, Tree Crops & Timbers Livelihood Zone. These should be 
monitored to indicate potential losses or gains to local household economies, either through on-going monitoring 
systems or through periodic assessments.  
 

Item Key Parameter - Quantity Key Parameter – Price 

Crops  Rice –quantity produced 

 Maize –quantity produced 

 Beans –quantity produced 

 Cassava –quantity produced 

 Sweet potatoes –quantity produced 

 Groundnuts –quantity produced 

 Palm oil –quantity produced 

 Cocoa –quantity produced 
Vegetables–quantity produced 

 Fruit –quantity produced 

 Kola nut – quantity produced 
 

 Rice –producer price 

 Maize –producer price 

 Beans –producer price 

 Cassava –producer price 

 Groundnuts–producer price 

 Palm oil –producer price 

 Cocoa –producer price 

 Vegetables–producer price 

 Fruit –producer price 

 Kola nut –producer price 

Livestock production  Goat sales – herd sizes  Goat sales – producer prices 

Other food and cash 
income 

 Timber–quantity produced 

 Payment in kind (harvest labor) –quantity 
paid per time/area 

 Agricultural labor (cultivation) – number of 
jobs 

 Casual mining labor –number of jobs 

 Self-employment (mining) –quantity mined. 

 Petty trade –volume of trade 
 

 Timber–producer price 

 Agricultural wage rates (cultivation) 

 Casual mining labor – wage rates 

 Self-employment (mining) –price per 
unit sold 

 Petty trade –returns on trade 

Expenditure  
 

 Rice –consumer price 

 Oil-consumer price 
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Program Implications 

 
The longer-term program implications suggested below, include those that were highlighted by interviewees 
themselves and those made by the assessment team following detailed discussions and observations in the field.  
All of these suggestions require further detailed feasibility studies.  
 

 Improve health services, including access to community health centers and hospitals, and the provision of 
qualified staff and medicines. 

 Improve access to safe water for human consumption. 

 Improve access to and provision of education. 

 Improve access to markets and facilities at market centers. 

 Improve transport infrastructure, particularly the road network. 

 Provide agricultural facilities including effective storage, drying and preservation facilities for crops  

 Improve access to agricultural inputs, such as seeds, tools and fertilizers 

 Provide support to households and communities for livestock rearing. 

 Connect rural areas in the zone to the electricity network. 

 Provide micro-finance facilities to households. 

 Build community development centers. 
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Sierra Leone Baseline Profile 

Koinadugu Livestock, Food Crops and Trade Livelihood 
Zone (SL07) 

December, 
201623 

Zone Description 

 
The Koinadugu Livestock Food Crops and Trade Livelihood 
Zone occupies a large area in the northeast of Sierra Leone, 
bordering Guinea, characterized by higher, more 
mountainous terrain. This livelihood zone includes the 
majority of Koinadugu district (8 chiefdoms) and a small 
section of Kono district (2 chiefdoms)24. 
 
The topography of the zone ranges between 500 to 700 
meters in altitude and includes Sierra Leone’s highest peak, 
Mount Bintimani (at 1948 meters) as well as the Loma 
mountains. The vegetation consists mainly savannah and 
grasslands and smaller forested areas. The Loma mountains 
are covered in rainforest and are home to a wider variety of 
flora and fauna. Varied natural resources can be found in the 
zone: timber, wild animals, wild roots and fruits and honey. 
Annual rainfall levels range from 2000 mm to 2500 mm and 
average temperatures vary between 20oC and 22oC. Soils are 
relatively fertile and support both agriculture and 
pastureland. 
 
There are some small pockets of mining in Koinadugu district; 
for example, gold is mined in Diang chiefdom. Prospective 

diamond mining is taking place in livelihood zone SL08, which is located within the limits of SL07 (more specifically, 
in Sinkunia, Musaia, Follosaba and Dembella chiefdoms), however the importance of mining to the local economy 
of this zone is much less important.  
 
Population density is low at an average of less than 50 people per km2. The population is ethnically diverse and 
the major ethnic groups are the Fulani (mainly in the district capital of Kabala), Kuranko, Mandingo, Limba and 
Yalunka. It is a Muslim-dominated area. 
 

                                                           
23Fieldwork for the current profile was undertaken in December 2016. The information presented in this profile refers 
to the reference year, which was the consumption year that covered the period October 2015-September 2016. 
Provided there are no fundamental and rapid shifts in the economy, the information in this profile is expected to 
remain valid for approximately five to ten years (i.e. 2021-2026). All prices referred to in the document are for the 
reference year. 
24 Namely: Kasunko, Nieni, Wara Wara Bafodia, Sengbe, Dembelia-Sinkunia, Mongo, Sulima and Neya chiefdoms in 
Koinadugu district; and Lei and Tolu chiefdoms in Kono district. 
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Local livelihoods are based on a mixture of agriculture and livestock rearing depending on the asset profile of each 
household, and complimentary activities such as selling firewood or petty trade. The main crops grown are rice, 
millet (funde), sorghum, pulses (pigeon peas, cowpeas, broad-beans and black-eye peas), groundnuts, cassava and 
sweet potatoes. Vegetable production is also typical; okra and chilies are the star crops. Crop sales provide at least 
half of the annual income for most households living in this zone. 
 
The zone is well known for cattle production, although a large proportion of the livestock found in the local 
markets are owned by Fulani herdsmen and local cattle traders who purchase cattle from them. Other households 
also own livestock in larger numbers than the average household in Sierra Leone, but herd sizes are considerably 
smaller than that of the local Fulani households. In general, households own goats and sheep, but fewer cattle, as 
well as poultry which are kept in the backyards. It is the middle and better off households who are most likely to 
own cattle (yet typically no more than 5) including oxen, which are used to plough the fields. Better off households 
generate a larger part of their annual income from livestock sales and milk and meat sales, reducing their reliance 
on agriculture as a source of income - an important source of food nevertheless. 
 
 

Markets 

 
Located relatively far from the capital (the distance between Freetown and Kabala is 300 km), the road network 
within the zone is poor and despite advantages from cross-border trade households are generally isolated from 
the main market centers. Transportation infrastructure is limited to a major road which links Kabala to Freetown 
via Makeni and Fadugu. Beyond Kabala the roads are all dirt roads and informal tracks. In mountainous areas 
transport is more difficult as access routes are in worse condition. During the rainy season, when localized flooding 
of potholes and low lying areas is common, access to and within the zone also worsens.  
 
The major towns inside the zone are Kabala, Sinkunia, Falaba, Fadugu and Kurubonla, all small to intermediate 
towns. Kabala is the capital city of Koinadugu district and one of the main cities in the country.  
 
Rice is the most commonly sold crop by all households. Rice is sold at the farm gate or at the main local markets 
and some of the production is destined for Freetown via Senekdugu and Kabala markets, however other areas in 
the country are more important in terms of rice production. While trade volumes rise sharply between October 
and December following the harvest, the highest prices are reached between July and September. Groundnuts, 
vegetables and pulses follow in importance as cash crops. Pulses are sold at the local markets and transported 
towards Freetown and other deficit areas via Sakuta and Kabala markets. Additionally, palm oil is produced and 
sold by wealthier households mostly for local sale and consumption.  
 
Cattle is concentrated at Kabala market from where it is transported to Makeni or directly to Freetown or to 
Kanema for sale in southern Sierra Leone and across the border in Liberia. Cattle from more distant Sahelian areas 
is also brought into Koinadugu district for sale within Sierra Leone. All types of livestock sales increase between 
August and September during the lean season and the start of the school year when households need to generate 
extra cash, although the increase in local supply generally pushes prices down. Although the celebration of 
Christmas is not common in the zone, demand outside the zone increases at this time of the year providing good 
opportunities for livestock sales, especially for better off households with more animals to sell. Local demand for 
livestock, especially goats, increases during the main Muslim celebrations. Milk and butter are also sold during the 
rainy season when milk yields increase.  
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Imported staple foods, especially rice, are purchased by all households for part of the year. The vast majority of 
rice imports arrive at the port in Freetown and are transported into the zone via Makeni and Kabala markets. 
Some rice imports reach the zone from Guinea. The local demand for rise increases as from late June until the 
start of the main rice harvest in October.  
 
In terms of the labor market, it is overwhelming local and agricultural. The communities interviewed during the 
assessment estimated that 95% of labor was performed in rural areas inside the zone for households within the 
same village or in neighboring villages, 4% of labor was performed in local towns and only 1% outside the zone 
(the most common destinations were Freetown and the mines located near Makeni). 
 

Timeline and Reference Year 

 
The baseline assessment refers to a very specific time period called the reference year. In the Koinadugu Livestock, 
Food Crops and Trade Livelihood the reference year covered the consumption period from October 2015 to 
September 2016. During community leader interviews, informants were asked to rank the last five years in terms 
of seasonal performance with ‘1’ indicating a poor season and ‘5’ an excellent season. The table below, which 
summarizes the response of the community leaders, shows year quality by production year which starts with the 
planting period in May and ends with the harvest in September/October. Therefore, the production year of 2015 
corresponds to the consumption year of 2015-2016.  

 
As shown in the table, the production year corresponding to the reference year had an above average harvest, 
despite the previous poor agricultural campaign which was interrupted by the Ebola virus crisis. In the last five 
years, most years were considered average in terms of food security and livelihoods, although 2011 is 
remembered as a somewhat poorer year in terms of agricultural production. 
 
Note: the reference year used for the baseline profiles follows the Ebola virus crisis in Sierra Leone and neighboring 
coastal countries. While rural livelihoods had, on the whole, recuperated to pre-crisis levels, the impact of the crisis 
was still visible in different areas. Additionally, the country has undergone a period of sharp currency devaluation 
against the dollar.  

Production Year Rank Critical Events 

2015 
 

4 
Above average agricultural campaign, absence of flooding and major crop 
pests. 

2014 1 
Ebola outbreak, government imposed restrictions on movement and market 
bans. 

2013 
 

3 Average or normal agricultural campaign and production outcomes.  

2012 
 

3 Average or normal agricultural campaign and production outcomes. 

2011 2 Somewhat below average agricultural campaign. 

 
5 = an excellent season for household food security (e.g. due to good rains, good prices, good crop yields, etc.) 
4 = a good season or above average season for household food security 
3 = an average season in terms of household food security 
2 = a below average season for household food security 
1 = a poor season (e.g. due to drought, flooding, livestock disease, pest attack) for household food security 
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Seasonal Calendar for Reference Year 

 
 
Local livelihoods and economic activities are determined by the seasonal calendar, which in turn is dependent on 
the timely start of the rainy season in late April to early May. The rains last until the end of October and are at their 
heaviest in August. All crops are rain fed. As such, land preparation activities take place between March and April, 
before the start of the rains, but can starts as early as February for upland rice and cereals. Sowing takes place 
between May and June, once the rains have provided sufficient moisture for planting and the start of the rainy 
season is assured. Wedding is concentrated between July and August.  
 
The first crops to be harvested are groundnuts and tubers, followed by upland rice and other rain fed cereals 
(maize, millet and sorghum). Cassava leaves and tubers can be harvest year-round, however the reliance on cassava 
tends to increase during the lean season, before rain fed cereals are ready for harvesting. Vegetables and oil palm 
are harvested during the rainy season. Most crops are sold immediately after harvest; it is only better off 
households can stock their dry crops until prices increase. 
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Agricultural labor opportunities are available locally throughout the agricultural calendar, peaking during the land 
preparation phases, and are paid in a variety of cash and in kind. Labor migration to mining sites and to the capital 
peak after the harvests have been completed. Collecting firewood and charcoal production for sale also intensify 
after the harvest season. 
 
Livestock births peak during and shortly after the rainy season and, hence, milk availability also reaches its peak at 
that time. It is only cows that are commonly milked (not sheep or goats), yet only a small percentage of the 
population own cattle and have access to milk. Livestock sales increase between August and September, during 
the lean season and the start of the school year, as households need to generate additional cash to cover food 
purchases and school supplies, and also during the main Christian and Muslim celebrations. There is some livestock 
migration inside the zone at the height of the dry season for those households who own considerable herds. 
Otherwise, livestock are kept near the homestead and fed on a mix of crop residues and grazing. Cattle trespassing 
often becomes a problem as soon as crops start to mature and can lead to disputes between cattle and crop 
farmers. Households who can afford to do so fence off their land to minimize damage to their crops.  

 
Human diseases often peak at the beginning of the rain season when the frequency of malaria tends to increase 
and at the end of the lean season when households are weakened from a limited diet and water sources are often 
contaminated by heavy rains and localized flooding.  
 
Like in much of the country, the lean season runs from June to September. This is the time when household food 
stocks are low (especially own rice stocks) and food prices spike. During this time, purchasing food and other basic 
items on credit is common, to be repaid once the rice harvest and sales begin. The consumption of cassava also 
increases during this time, a reserve crop and a cheaper staple if purchased at the market. 

 

Wealth Breakdown and Productive Assets 

 
 
The table above summarizes the types and numbers of productive assets that typical households within each wealth 
group own and/or manage. The graph inside the table shows the percent of households within the zone that falls 
into each wealth group.  
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In this mixed cropping and livestock rearing zone differences in wealth are determined primarily by the area of land 
owned and cultivated by a household, the types of crops grown (including more lucrative cash crops) and the types 
and numbers of livestock owned. Those at the bottom half of the wealth spectrum, very poor and poor households, 
have a similar asset profile and partake in similar income generating activities. They cultivate between 1 and 3 acres 
of land and cultivate a variety of rain fed crops. Vegetables, groundnuts, beans and rice provide them with the 
largest amount of income. Some very poor and poor households rent land or engage in informal sharecropping 
arrangements with wealthier households. Only a small percentage of these households owns livestock, the majority 
do not. They do however keep a small flock of chickens, which can be easily sold in times of need. Beside land and 
poultry, households own basic agricultural tools (a hoe, a cutlass and an axe) and some may own a phone.  
 
Households on the top half of the wealth spectrum exploit larger amounts of land as they do not rely on family 
labor alone, can hire additional laborers and many have access to plough oxen. Additionally, they have established 
- and are able to maintain - small herds of cattle, sheep and goats, of 15 to 30 animals, which not only provide an 
important source of income throughout the year but also give them access to meat and milk. The mix of crops 
grown by middle and better off households is similar to that of their poorer neighbors, but more time and resources 
are dedicated to growing cash crops: vegetables, groundnuts, oil palm and fruits (e.g. banana, orange, guava, 
pineapple) – some of which are cultivated exclusively by these two wealth groups. Middle and better off households 
also have easier access to inland valley swamps for ‘lowland rice’ cultivation. The total amount of land cultivated 
ranges between 5 and 12 acres, that is, twice to six times more than poorer households.  
 
According to local community informants, the distribution of households across the four wealth groups was 
balanced. Very poor and poor households make up just over half of all households living in the zone (25% and 30% 
respectively), while middle households represent 30% and better off households the remaining 15%.  
 

 

Sources of Food 

 
The graphs below present the sources of food for households in different wealth groups in the livelihood zone for 
the period October 2015-September 2016. October represents the start of the consumption year because it is when 
the main harvest of the upland rice (the staple cereal) and other cereals begins, thereby marking the end of the 
hunger period. Food is presented as a percentage of 2100 kcal per person per day for the 12-month period. This 
was considered an average year in terms of food security. 
 
Household in this livelihood zone accessed food from two main sources: own crop production and purchases. 
Additionally, very poor households received some of their payments for labor in kind (cereals) and middle and 
better-off households had access to milk and meat from their own animals. 
 
During the reference year, self-sufficiency in food ranged between 50% and 70% of minimum household annual 
needs. Rice was the most important food crop grown by all four households (it is the national staple crop), followed 
by groundnuts (high in calorific value), cassava and sweet potatoes, and pulses. Middle and better off households 
also produced their own palm oil. During the reference year, very poor households produced just under 400 kg of 
rice, poor households 0.5 MT, middle households 1.5 MT and better off households close to 2 MT and sold a 
considerable 40% to 65% of their harvests. Own rice consumption was supplemented with two other cereals, maize 
and millet, produced by all households yet consumed in much smaller quantities (each providing between 1% and 
4% of annual food needs). 
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All households purchased rice 
from the market for part of 
the year (between 2 and 6 
months before the new rice 
harvests in October). For very 
poor households, the 
amounts purchased matched 
the amounts sold after 
harvest, reflecting their need 
to sell immediately in order 
to generate cash to cover 
more pressing needs and/or 
repay debts incurred during 
the lean season. This was not 
the case for middle and 
better off households who 
purchased fewer rice than 
what they produced or sold.  

 
In the graph, food access is expressed as a percentage of minimum food requirements, taken 
as an average food energy intake of 2100 kcals per person per day. 

Non-staple foods include millet, sweet potatoes and beans, which were purchased on a seasonal basis (i.e. when 
available locally at an affordable price); sugar, vegetable oil and dried fish, which were purchased year-round in 
small volumes on a daily or weekly basis; and meat and fresh fish, only purchased occasionally when surplus income 
was available. 
 
Cows are the only type of livestock milked, therefore only middle and better off households had access to their own 
source of milk. The milking season peaked at the end of the rainy season, although households can continue milking 
after this period. Surplus milk was sold on a daily basis. Additionally, middle and better off households slaughtered 
at least one animal during the year, often for a religious festival. 
   
In kind payments were most common for very poor households, especially during the rice harvest labor when stocks 
are plentiful but also outside the harvest season according to the individual arrangements agreed upon. Typically, 
laborers hired for harvesting and processing oil palm kernels were also paid with part of the harvest. Poor 
households, on the contrary, tended to work in farmers groups that rotate each other’s land to labor it. Here the 
common arrangement is to provide a cooked meal for the group, rather than individual payments. Overall, in kind 
payments for labor were less common that cash payments in this livelihood zone, the second will be discussed in 
the following section. 
 
All households were able to reach the minimum food requirements during the reference year, although very poor 
households barely met the minimum benchmark. Thanks to their somewhat higher purchasing power, poor 
households were slightly more food secure, while middle and better off households benefited from considerably 
larger harvests, as well as an additional source of food, their livestock (milk and meat).  
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Sources of Cash Income 

 
Households rely on a range 
of cash income sources in 
this zone, including: crop 
sales, livestock and 
livestock product sales, 
agricultural labor and 
some labor migration, 
firewood or charcoal sales 
and petty trade.  
 
The income profile of the 
first three wealth groups is 
similar in that all three 
depend on agricultural 
production to generate 
between 50% and 70% of 
their annual income. 
Better off households, on 
the contrary, have a lower 
dependency on agriculture 
(only one third of their 
income was generated 
from crop sales) and, 
instead, generated 
important amounts of 
cash from livestock sales, 
milk sales and trade. 
Middle households 
represent a transition 
group between the poor 
and the better off, yet 
their livestock assets are 
not as substantial.  
 
With regards to the 
importance of different 
crops, the sale of 
groundnuts and 
vegetables provided the 
largest amount of cash to 
all wealth groups, closely  

 
The graph provides a breakdown of total annual cash income in Sierra Leonean Leones 
according to income source. 

 

The graph provides a breakdown of total annual cash income as a percent of annual cash 
income. 

INCOME SUMMARY TABLE (SLL) 

Wealth group Very poor Poor - FHH Middle Better off 

Annual 
income per 
household 25 

3.5 – 5 million 4 – 7.5 million 10 – 17 million 17 – 27 million 

 

                                                           
25 The average exchange rate from October 2015-September 2016 was 1 USD = 5500 SLL, however, the rate 
fluctuated considerable throughout the 12 month period.  
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followed by rice and pulses. Palm oil was equally important to middle and better off households, typically the only 
households to produce it. 
 
In terms of livestock, goats were the most common type of livestock sold, especially during the key Muslim 
celebrations - although sheep typically fetched higher prices. Middle and better off households relied less heavily 
on agriculture and generated between 25% and 40% of their income from the sale of livestock and livestock 
products (generally milk). During the reference year, middle households sold an average of 4 animals, 1 cow and 
2-3 sheep or goats, as well as chickens. Better off households sold at least 2 cows and 7 smaller livestock. 
Additionally, both wealth groups were engaged in petty trade or business which generated an average of 10-15% 
of their annual income. Some of this business included cross-border trade. 
 
To complement the income from crop sales, very poor and poor households worked as agricultural laborers for 
local, wealthier households. This type of labor was available for about 7 months of the year, yet rarely on a daily 
basis. Typically, one person per household was engaged as a laborer. Outside the agricultural season, the majority 
of very poor households had at least one member of the household who migrated to Freetown or to the mining 
sites near Makeni in search for labor. On average, stays lasted one month. Labor migration was less common for 
poor households who, instead, we are able generate some cash from small-scale trading (buying and selling small 
quantities of household goods and other items to local households). Generating the necessary capital to engage in 
petty trading was, however, an obstacle for very poor households. Both groups produced and sold charcoal and 
firewood. Charcoal burning is not a legal activity and, understandably, interviewed households did not share this 
information freely, therefore, there are some limitations to the accuracy of the data gathered on this source of 
income.  

All but very poor households received remittances from relatives outside of the zone, mostly from older children 
who had migrated to urban centers within the region, to the capital or even outside of the country. The volume of 
remittances increases during the lean season (especially during August and September) and also before the main 
festivities.   
 
In absolute terms, better off households generated six times more cash income than very poor households. Better 
access to land and, especially, their capacity to support livestock rearing is what allows better off households to 
generate more cash income than other households. On the other end of the wealth spectrum, very poor 
households are limited by access to land and agricultural inputs and their small intra-household labor pool. As a 
result, they are more vulnerable to hazards which affect agricultural production and access to markets (both labor 
markets and food markets). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



100 
 
 

Expenditure Patterns 

 
The graph presents expenditure patterns 
for the reference year October 2015-
September 2016.  While absolute 
expenditure increases with wealth in line 
with total cash income, the expenditure 
breakdown by percent in this graph 
shows the relative amount of income 
spent on different categories.   
 
Food (both staple and non-staple items) 
was the largest expenditure category for 
the first three groups, while inputs were 
the largest expense for better off 
households. All households spent more 
on non-staple foods than staple foods 
(rice and small amounts of fresh cassava) 
as households’ own rice production 

 
The graph provides a breakdown of total annual cash expenditure according 
to category of expenditure 

was substantial and, furthermore, non-staple foods tend to be more expensive.  
 
The second largest expenditure category for very poor and poor households was ‘social services’, which combines 
the costs related to health and education. Very poor and poor households spent between 17% and 19% of their 
annual budget on this type of expense. On the contrary, investment into productive activities (labeled ‘inputs’ in 
the graph above) were more expensive that social services for middle and better off households (22% and 28% of 
their annual budget). These households spent the most on hiring agricultural labor and re-stocking their herds, 
allowing them to fully exploit these two income-generating activities. Very poor and poor households limited their 
investment into productive activities to acquiring seeds and replacing their basic agricultural tools if worn out and 
barely spent 4%-5% of their annual income on this important item.  
 
The category labeled ‘household items’ includes tea, salt and other condiments, soap, kerosene and cooking 
utensils. For middle and better off households, this category also includes the cost of grinding cereals and 
purchasing firewood, very poor and poor households pound their cereals by hand and fetch their own firewood, in 
fact, they sell firewood to wealthier households. The category labeled ‘other’ includes cash gifts and community 
contributions (for example a contribution to the mosque), transport, phone credit and charging, festivals and 
ceremonies, cosmetics and hair products, tobacco, house repairs and a certain amount of savings (for middle and 
better off households only).  
 

Hazards 

 
The chronic hazards in this livelihood zone, which occur on a yearly basis, are cattle trespassing, localized flooding 
and crop pests. Disputes over access to grazing land are common between Fulani herders and farmers and can 
sometimes turn violent. Cattle can be very destructive to crops but not all households are able to fence off their 
crops to be safe from livestock. Flooding is common at the peak of the rainy season and leads to the waterlogging 
of fields and the blocking of access routes, and, in the worst cases, the loss of crops. Among the most common crop 
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pests are rice gall midge, rodents and termites. Additionally, common livestock diseases include Foot and Mouth, 
PPR, and skin diseases among large and small stock, and Newcastle disease among poultry. Treatments can be 
purchased from the Ministry Agriculture, Forestry and Food Security (MAFFS). 
 
The common periodic hazards, which do not occur every year, are wild fires, excessive rainfall and strong winds. 
The risk of wild fires increases during the land preparation stages as slash and burn techniques are common. 
Unexpected changes in rainfall patterns can result in the loss of seedlings and/or mature crops and the general fall 
in yields. Respondents pointed out that for the last five years the timing of agricultural activities has started to 
change due to the effects of climate change on the seasons. The negative effects on crop production can have a 
knock-on effect on the demand for agricultural laborers and the income generating opportunities for the poorest 
households.  
 

Response Strategies 

 
In response to hazards and years with bad production, households attempt to meet their minimum food needs and 
cash requirements through a number of strategies. These strategies are detailed for this livelihood zone below: 
 

 All households try to reduce expenditure on non-essential or more expensive items first, buying less sugar and 
oil, for instance, and using that money to buy the cheaper staple – cassava tubers or flour – instead; or cutting 
down on festivals, tobacco, cosmetics or eliminating clothing purchases.  
 

 Poorer households try to increase their labor income from agricultural work, seeking out more hours working 
on farms owned by better off farmers during land preparation, weeding and harvesting. Households will also 
send an additional member to work, often an older member, child or woman. This strategy is limited by the 
finite number of acres requiring labor and the large available labor force. Workers can also increase the time 
spent away from the household in search for labor (labor migration). 

 

 Poorer households collect wild foods, firewood and charcoal for consumption and sale. When households do 
not have enough food from their own harvest or cash to purchase food, they intensify the collection of available 
wild foods and other natural resources.  

 

 Wealthier households can increase their livestock sales; however it should be kept in mind that the value of 
livestock tends to drop in bad years, both because supplies increase as more people try to earn cash in the 
same way, and because their body condition deteriorates as grazing and water resources decline. 

 

 Some households can request additional remittances from their family members living away from the village, 
but the extent of this coping strategy will depend on each family’s circumstances.   

 
 

Key Parameters for Monitoring 

 
The key parameters listed in the table below are food and income sources that make a substantial contribution to 
the household economy in the Koinadugu Livestock Food Crops and Trade Livelihood Zone. These should be 
monitored to indicate potential losses or gains to local household economies, either through on-going monitoring 
systems or through periodic assessments.  
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Item Key Parameter - Quantity Key Parameter – Price 

Crops  Rice – production levels 

 Maize – production levels 

 Millet – production levels 

 Beans – production levels 

 Cassava – production levels 

 Sweet potatoes – production levels 

 Yams – production levels 

 Groundnuts – production levels 

 Palm oil – production levels 

 Vegetables – production levels 
 

 Rice – producer prices 

 Millet – producer prices 

 Beans – producer prices 

 Cassava – producer prices 

 Groundnuts – producer prices 

 Palm oil – producer prices 

 Vegetables – producer prices 
 

Livestock production  Goats – herd size 

 Sheep – herd size 

 Cow’s milk - yields 

 Goats – producer prices 

 Sheep – producer prices 

 Cow’s milk – producer prices 

Other food and cash 
income 

 Agricultural labor (pre-harvest) - demand 

 Agricultural labor (harvest) - demand 

 Labor migration - demand 

 Firewood/charcoal sales - volume 

 Remittances - volume 

 Petty trade - volume 

 Pre-harvest agricultural labor rates (in 
kind and in cash) 

 Harvest agricultural labor rates (in kind 
and in cash) 

 Migratory labor rates 

 Firewood/charcoal – producer prices 

Expenditure   Rice – market prices 

 Cassava – market prices 

 Oil – market prices 

 

 

Program Implications 

 
The longer-term program implications suggested below, include those that were highlighted by the wealth group 
interviewees themselves and those made by the assessment team following detailed discussions and observations 
in the field.  These suggestions require further detailed feasibility studies.  

Poorer households Wealthier households 

Provide access to loans. Provide access to education, including skills training for 
adults. 

 Provide better access to affordable livestock care and 
inputs.  

 Increase access to agricultural loans. 

All households 

Improved health facilities Improved water supply 

Build better roads Good market facilities 

Better community centers Build new schools 

Improved communication network (phone network)  
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Sierra Leone Baseline Profile 

Follasaba Dembellia and Wara Wara Yagala Vegetables 
Livelihood Zone (SL08) 

January, 201726 

Zone Description 

 
The Follasaba Dembellia and Wara Wara Yagala Vegetables 
Livelihood Zone occupies a small area in the north of 
Koinadugu district, in northern Sierra Leone, including only 
two chiefdoms, Follasaba Dembellia and Wara Wara Yagala. It 
is the smallest livelihood zone, yet one of the most distinctive 
in terms of livelihoods.  
 
The topography of the zone is considerably higher than the 
surrounding livelihoods zones and the vegetation is 
dominated by savannah and grassland, with pockets of 
forested areas and swampy areas in the valleys. Annual rainfall 
levels range from 2000 mm to 2500 mm. A variety of natural 
resources can be found in the forested areas of the zone; the 
most common are wild yams, honey, wild oil palm, palm wine 
and firewood, which provide a source of food and income to 
the local population. Population density is low at an average 
of 70 people per km2. The Temne and Limba form the largest 
ethnic groups, although the population is ethnically diverse. 
The population is predominantly Muslim, though with a large 
Christian minority. 
 
The cooler, fresh weather in this livelihood zone is particularly favorable to vegetable production, which is the 
principle economic activity in the zone. Moreover, land is fertile and, as a result, this is an important food surplus 
zone. The variety of vegetables cultivated include cabbages, carrots, onions, leafy vegetables, lettuce, tomato and 
okra, however, chili peppers are the most prized crop (they are sold either fresh or dried). Vegetable production 
relies on the same rudimentary techniques as other crops as irrigation systems are not common and agricultural 
inputs are few. Vegetable production are mostly rain fed but can have three cropping seasons a year depending on 
the farmers’ agricultural resources and the variety of the crops planted. A minority of household grow vegetables 
in the inland swamps where lowland rice is grown. 

Local livelihoods in this agricultural zone are primarily based on vegetable production, but other food and cash crops 
are also grown. These include both upland and inland swamp rice, maize, sorghum, cassava, sweet potato, beans, 

                                                           
26Fieldwork for the current profile was undertaken in January 2016. The information presented in this profile refers to 
the reference year, which was the consumption year that covered the period October 2015-September 2016. Provided 
there are no fundamental and rapid shifts in the economy, the information in this profile is expected to remain valid for 
approximately five to ten years (i.e. 2021-2026). All prices referred to in the document are for the reference year. 
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groundnuts, sesame and oil palm all of which are cultivated for home consumption and sale.  

Livestock also has a presence in the zone. Cattle are mainly owned by specialist herders (Fulani communities) and 
wealthy local households, while small numbers of goats and sheep are owned by a large majority of households as 
a way of securing some financial reserves. Animals are only sold when pressing needs arise. Households that own 
cattle can generate additional income from the sale of surplus milk. 

The poor roads and large distance from main market center of Makeni are major disadvantages for a zone which 
relies so heavily on the marketing of a highly perishable agricultural product. Vegetables, and other crops, are traded 
primarily at local markets and in the main towns in neighboring districts. Nevertheless, vegetables from this zone 
reach the main markets in Freetown, especially the valuable chili peppers. 

 

Markets 

 
Road infrastructure within the livelihood zone is poor, partly due to the more rugged terrain and the large distance 
from the capital. The main transport route to and from this livelihood zone is the Freetown-Makeni-Kabala road. 
Most feeder roads linking rural communities to this main artery consist of earth tracks. During the wet season the 
most isolated communities become hard to reach due to the erosion of the earth tracks and the lack of crossing 
points across rivers and swampy areas. The main markets are Makeni, Bo and Tonkolili. Some cross-border trade 
with Guinea is visible in the zone, especially in the communities situated further north, closer to the border. 
 
The main crops sold in this livelihood zone are vegetables. Other crops are also sold (rice, beans and groundnuts 
follow in importance) but the economic weight of these secondary crops is considerably smaller to the local 
economy. Most crops are sold locally, either at farm gate or at the local markets and transported by intermediaries 
to Makeni for onward transportation to Freetown, where sale prices are usually higher than in Makeni. Most 
vegetable trade takes place in the second half of the year. The chili pepper trade peaks between September and 
December. Prices vary considerably during the season as gluts can make prices fall substantially if the market is 
flooded with produce. Prices are highest at the beginning and end of the season for each type of vegetable when the 
volume of produce is low. 
 
Livestock is also sold locally, to be transported and sold in Makeni or, occasionally, in Freetown. Livestock sales peak 
in December and January when demand rises due to Christmas and New Year Celebrations and also at the time of 
the main Muslim celebrations during each year. 
 
Trading in imported rice is visible year-round, but peaks during the lean season from June to September, when 
households’ own supplies are spent. Imported rice arrives in Freetown, mainly from east Asia, and is trucked by 
wholesalers to Makeni’s central market from where it is sold to local wholesale traders and smaller retailers. Some 
imported rice from Guinea arrives in Kabala town for sale in the livelihood zone, and local rice from the rice bowl 
producing areas can also reach the livelihood zone. 
 
The labor market is overwhelming local and agricultural. The communities interviewed during the assessment 
estimated that 70% of labor was performed in the rural areas inside the zone for households within the same village 
or in neighboring villages and 30% of labor was performed in local towns. Migration outside the zone is not very 
common, although the younger generations are being attracted to Freetown and Makeni in greater numbers. 
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Timeline and Reference Year 

 
The baseline assessment refers to a very specific time period called the reference year. In the Follasaba Dembellia 
and Wara Wara Yagala Vegetables Livelihood Zone the reference year covered the consumption period from 
October 2015 to September 2016. During community leader interviews, informants were asked to rank the last five 
years in terms of seasonal performance with ‘1’ indicating a poor season and ‘5’ an excellent season. The table below, 
which summarizes the response of the community leaders, shows year quality by production year (which starts with 
the planting period in May/June and ends with the harvests in September-December. Therefore, the production year 
of 2015 corresponds to the consumption year of 2015-2016. As shown in the table, the production year 
corresponding to the reference year had a slightly below average rate, due to the lingering effects of the Ebola virus 
crisis which effected livelihoods throughout the country. In the last five years, most years were considered above 
average in terms of food security and livelihoods, especially 2011 and 2013 which are remembered as very good 
years.  
 
Note: the reference year used for the baseline profiles follows the Ebola Virus crisis in Sierra Leone and neighboring 
coastal countries. While rural livelihoods had, overall, recuperated to pre-crisis levels, the impact of the crisis was still 
visible in different areas. Additionally, the country has undergone a period of sharp currency devaluation against the 
dollar.  

 
 

Production Year Rank Critical Events 

2015 2.5 Livelihoods recovering from Ebola crisis.  

2014 1 Ebola virus disease crisis. Restrictions of movement and market closures.  

2013 
 

4 
Above average harvest thanks to good rainfall distribution and absence of any major 
agricultural hazards.  

2012 
 

3.5 
Above average harvest thanks to good rainfall distribution and absence of any major 
agricultural hazards. 

2011 4 
Above average harvest thanks to good rainfall distribution and absence of any major 
agricultural hazards. 

 
5 = an excellent season for household food security (e.g. due to good rains, good prices, good crop yields, etc.) 
4 = a good season or above average season for household food security 
3 = an average season in terms of household food security 
2 = a below average season for household food security 
1 = a poor season (e.g. due to drought, flooding, livestock disease, pest attack) for household food security 

 

Seasonal Calendar for Reference Year 

 
The agricultural calendar dominates the seasonal calendar in this livelihood zone and is defined by a single rainy 
season, which starts in May and last until October. Rainfall is most intense between the months of May to October. 
All crops grown in this zone are rain fed, even vegetables and, therefore, follow the rain fall patterns closely. The 
land preparation phase begins in February and continues through to April. Most crops are sown in May as soon as 
the start of the rainy season has been confirmed. The main exception is inland swamp rice which is planted in 
August, after three months of rain. Rice and vegetables are grown individually, while the other crops are 
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intercropped. Most food crops are harvested as from September/October. Lowland rice is not mature until January 
due to the later planting season, although it is a minority of households that have access to lowland swamps. 
Cassava can be harvested year-round but requires a minimum 12 month growing period as very few households 
cultivate the 6 month varieties. Vegetable harvest are spread out over 5 months of the year between August and 
the end of December.  
 
Agricultural labor opportunities are available locally throughout the agricultural calendar, peaking during the land 
preparation phases, which are the most labor-intensive activities, and are paid in a variety of cash and in kind. In 
kind payments are most common during the rice harvest. Once the demand for labor has decreased and the 
harvest season is over, households devote more time to pretty trade activities and also to collecting wood for 
firewood and charcoal production and sale.  
 

 
Livestock sales increase during the lean season as households need to generate additional cash to cover food 
purchases and also during the main Christian and Muslim celebrations. There is some movement of livestock inside 
this livelihoods zone. Cattle are moved to the hills during the dry season where grassland can still be found and 
return to the low lands in the rainy season, however, it is mainly the Fulani communities who take part in this 
small-scale migration. 
 

*	Enter	the	formatting	codes	to	change	the	colour	of	the	cells	automatically

Rainy season r r r r r r r r r r r r

Crops

Upland rice h h h h lp lp lp lp lp lp p p p p w w w w

Lowland rice h h h h lp lp lp lp p p w w

Millet/maize h h lp lp p p p p w w w w h h

Cassava p p p p p p w w w w h h h h lp lp

Sweet potatoes h h lp lp lp lp lp lp p p p p w w h h

Beans h h h h lp lp p p w w w w

Vegetables h h h h h h lp lp lp lp lp lp lp p p p w w h h h h

Oil palm h h w w w w h h h h h h w w w w h h

Sesame h h lp lp lp lp lp lp p p w w w w

Livestock

Livestock sales peak sale sale sale sale sale sale sale sale

Livestock diseases 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5

Other

Agricultural labor peak 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4

Wild food collection 3 3 3 3 3 3

Petty trade peak 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4

Firewood & charcoal 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3Stress & High 

Expenditure Periods

High staple prices sp sp sp sp sp sp sp

Human diseases 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7

Festival season 2 2

Lean season ls ls ls ls ls ls ls ls ls ls

Legend Land prep Sowing Weeding Green Cons. Harvest/Thresh.

SepOct Nov Dec Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug
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Like in much of the country, the lean season accentuates from June to September. This is the time when household 
food stocks are low (especially own rice stocks) and food prices spike. During this time purchasing food and other 
basic items on credit is common, to be repaid once the rice and vegetable harvest and sales begin. The consumption 
of cassava increases during the lean season, as well as the collection of wild foods for household consumption and 
sale.  

 
 

Wealth Breakdown and Productive Assets 

 
 
The table above summarizes the types and numbers of productive assets that typical households within each wealth 
group own and/or manage. The graph inside the table shows the percent of households within the zone that falls into 
each wealth group.  
 
The main determinant of the wealth in this agricultural livelihood zone is access to land and the capacity to exploit it, 
especially to produce valuable cash crops; chili peppers and other vegetables. Livestock plays a secondary role as a 
criterion of wealth. Due to their limited portfolio of productive assets, poorer households rely on family labor as their 
main asset, working for others in exchange of food or cash, and on small-scale petty trading which does not require 
large investments of capital. 
 
Very poor and poor households have a similar asset profile and partake in similar income generating activities. They 
cultivate between 1 and 3 acres of land and grow a variety of rain fed crops, including vegetables. Most often, very 
poor households do not own any livestock, yet most poor households own between 4 and 7 animals. These provide 
an important source of income to draw upon in times of need - a considerable advantage among poor households 
compared to very poor households. All households keep a small flock of chickens, animals which can be easily sold, 
more so than livestock, when additional cash is needed. Beside land and poultry, households own basic agricultural 
tools (a hoe, a cutlass and an axe or knife) and some may own a phone.  
 
Middle and better off households exploit considerably larger amounts of land, averaging between 6 and 15 acres, as 
they are not limited by family labor constraints and can hire additional laborers at key points of the agricultural 
calendar. The mix of crops grown by middle and better off households is similar to that of their poorer neighbors, but 
more resources are dedicated to growing cash crops. Middle and better off households own livestock: herds of cattle, 
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goats and sheep, averaging 20 to 30 animals - large herd sizes compared to the national average but small compared 
to the numbers of livestock owned by Fulani herders.  
 
Households sizes vary across the wealth groups due to the more frequent existence of polygamous households among 
the middle and better off groups.  
 
According to local community informants, the distribution of households across the four wealth groups is somewhat 
skewed towards the poor. Very poor and poor households make up 60% of all households living in the zone (26% and 
34% respectively), while middle households represent 22% of all households and better off households the remaining 
18%.  
 

Sources of Food 

 
The graphs below present the sources of food for households in different wealth groups in the livelihood zone for 
the period October 2015-September 2016. October represents the start of the consumption year because it is when 
the main harvest of the upland rice (the staple cereal) and other cereals begins, thereby marking the end of the 
hunger period. Food is presented as a percentage of 2100 kcal per person per day for the 12-month period. This was 
considered an average year in terms of food security. 
 
Household in this livelihood zone 
accessed food from two major 
sources: own crop production and 
purchases. Additionally, very poor and 
poor households received some of 
their labor payments in kind. Middle 
and better-off households had access 
to meat from their own herds, 
although the contribution of this 
source of food was minimal (between 
1% and 3% of minimum annual food 
needs). 
 
All households produced at least 50% 
of their minimum annual food needs. 
Land fertility in this zone is good and 
access to land is mostly restricted by 
labor power. 

 
In the graph, food access is expressed as a percentage of minimum food 
requirements, taken as an average food energy intake of 2100 kcals per person per 
day. 

 
Middle and better of household achieved a considerably higher level of self-sufficiency (closer to 80% of annual food 
needs) despite the importance of vegetable production in this livelihood zone, most of which is for sale. Rice 
production contributed between 16% and 30% of food needs across the four wealth groups. During the reference 
year, very poor and poor households produced an average of 300 to 400 kg of rice, while both middle and better of 
households’ rice production exceeded 1 ton per household. All households sold at least one third of the harvest.  
 
Other crops cultivated for household consumption included maize, millet, sorghum, cassava, sweet potatoes, yams, 
beans and groundnuts. Additionally, middle and better households produced their own palm oil. Although the 
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amount of land cultivated by better off households was larger than that cultivated by middle households, better of 
households focused on the production of cash crops for market, thereby lowering the contribution of their own crops 
to household food income. 
 
Very poor and poor households relied on food purchases to cover half of their minimum annual food needs, while 
middle and better off households used the market to top up their own cereal production and acquire non-staple 
foods. A large proportion of food purchases were of the staple foods rice and cassava, especially for very poor 
households. Very poor and poor households purchased rice for 7 to 9 months of the year, meaning their own stocks 
only lasted between 3 and 5 months. The price per kilo of rice sold at the market can be twice as much as the price 
per kilo received by farmers for their own rice, putting farmers at a considerable disadvantage. Purchases of cassava 
tubers, the second staple food, provided between 5% and 10% of household’s minimum food needs during the 
reference year. The consumption of cassava often increases during the lean season when food prices are high. Staple 
foods were complemented by a small mix of non-staple foods including millet, sweet potatoes and beans, which 
were purchased on a seasonal basis; sugar, oil and dried fish, all three purchased in small quantities throughout the 
year; and meat and fresh fish, typically only purchased when surplus income is available.   
  
In kind payments were common among very poor and poor households during the land preparation and harvesting 
seasons, commonly in either rice or cassava at an equivalent rate to the going cash labor rate.  
 
All households were able to reach the minimum food requirements during the reference year. 

 

Sources of Cash Income 

 
Households rely on a range of cash income 
sources in this zone, including: crop sales, 
livestock and livestock product sales, wild 
food sales, agricultural labor, firewood and 
charcoal sales and petty trade.  
 
During the reference year, all households 
except the very poor derived half of their 
annual income from the sale of food and 
cash crops. Vegetables were by far the 
most profitable crop, followed by three 
additional cash crops: palm oil, ground nuts 
and sesame. 
 
To supplement the income from crop sales, 
very poor and poor households worked the 

 
The graph provides a breakdown of total annual cash income in Sierra 
Leonean Leones according to income source. 



110 
 
 

land of their wealthier neighbors. Very 
poor households worked as agricultural 
laborers almost year-round, limiting the 
time spent on their own fields and, 
therefore, their own production. 
Agricultural labor provided a quarter of 
their total annual income, as much as the 
income generated from the sale of cash 
crops. Poor households were less 
dependent on working for others - labor 
represented just over 10% of their annual 
income.  
 
The importance of livestock is negligible for 
very poor households who, on average, 
were only able to sell one animal during the 
year. Middle and better households sold 1 
to 2 cattle and an average of 5 small stock. 
Additionally, these households sold their 
surplus milk, fresh or transformed into 
butter. Livestock generated a quarter of 
the annual income for better of 
households. This fact highlights the 
importance of livestock in many northern 
livelihood zones, especially among the 
wealthier groups who are the only 
households who have been able to 
establish considerable herds. It is also 
evidence of the influence exerted by the 
Fulani communities living in the north of 
the country. 

 

The graph provides a breakdown of total annual cash income as a percent of 
annual cash income. 

INCOME SUMMARY TABLE (SLL) 

Wealth 
group 

Very poor Poor - FHH Middle Better off 

Annual 
income per 
household 
27 

3 – 8 million 5 – 9 million 14 – 22 
million 

 22 – 28 
million 

 

 
All households were engaged in some type of small to medium scale trading activity. Among very poor and poor 
households the type of trading was limited to street sales or table-top sales of very small volumes of food and non-
food items (for example cassava flour, sugar, tea, spices and condiments or toiletries) typically sold within the day. 
Although the daily profit from trade is only small, this income generating activity has considerable weight on the 
annual income of very poor and poor households, representing 30-35% of total income. Income from trade was 
higher for middle and better off households in absolute values, but less important in relative terms (about 20% of 
total income). With more capital to invest in stock, middle and better off households commonly trade more 
expensive items such as clothing, school materials and even crops and livestock. Some cross-border trade was also 
noted among the top two wealth groups. Households who own a motorbike can also provide transport services; this 
activity is included under the same category as trade (blue bar). 
 

                                                           
27 The average exchange rate from October 2015-September 2016 was 1 USD = 5500 SLL, however, the 
rate fluctuated considerably throughout the 12-month period. 
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Wild food sales have a prominent role in this livelihood zone. All three bottom wealth groups engage in the collection 
and sale of wild foods. The most lucrative activity is the gathering and artisanal processing of palm oil and palm 
wine, two products for which local demand is high.  
 
In absolute terms, better off households generated almost 5 times more cash income than very poor households. 
Better access to land and, especially, their capacity to grow more cash crops is what allows better off households to 
generate more cash than other households. Livestock rearing also makes a difference. At the other end of the wealth 
spectrum, very poor households are limited by access to land and capital to purchase agricultural inputs and, 
especially, the availability of intra-household labor, which spends a lot of time engaged in other’s farms.  
 

 

Expenditure Patterns 

The graph presents expenditure patterns for the reference year October 2015-September 2016.  While absolute 
expenditure increases with wealth in line with total cash income, the expenditure breakdown by percent in this 
graph shows the relative amount of income spent on different categories. 
 
Food (both staple and non-staple items) was, by far, the largest expenditure category for very poor and poor 
households who spent between 40% and 45% of their annual budget on food despite meeting half of their annual 
food needs with their own crops. The food bill fell to 25% of total income for middle households whose food self-
sufficiency is highest and rose to just above 30% for better off households, who grew more cash crops than food 
crops. The proportion of income spent on staple foods (rice and cassava) was considerably lower for middle and 
better off households as their rice stocks were larger. 
 
The second largest expenditure categories for very poor and poor households were ‘social services’, which 
combines the costs related to health and education, or ‘hh items’ which include basic household items. For middle 
and better off households, ‘inputs’ were the next most expensive cost after food. 
All households spent between 14-17% 
of their annual budget on health and 
education, however, in absolute terms 
middle and better off households spent 
an average of 2.5 to 3 times more per 
person. The category labeled 
‘household items’ includes tea, salt and 
other condiments, soap, batteries and 
lamps, and cooking utensils. Middle and 
better off households also purchased 
firewood or charcoal, often sold by the 
very poor households in the village. 
 
Investment in productive activities 
(labeled ‘inputs’ in the graph above) was 
an important expense for the two top 
wealth groups.  

 
The graph provides a breakdown of total annual cash expenditure according to 
category of expenditure 

Agricultural inputs included seeds, fertilizer and agricultural tools (the only types of inputs purchased by poorer 
households) and hiring agricultural labor. 
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Livestock inputs were limited to livestock drugs. Middle and better off households spent the most on hiring 
agricultural labor and on fertilizer. It is interesting to note that middle and better off households re-invested one 
third of the income derived from crop sales into agriculture. Vegetable production is a labor and input intensive 
activity, factors which represent a barrier to the expansion of production for poorer households. The risk of crop 
losses is also high due to environmental hazards and disruptions in market access. By comparison, very poor and 
poor households only spent 2% and 6% of their annual income on agricultural inputs respectively, which represents 
6% and 11% of the cash generated from crop sales. 
 
Finally, the category labeled ‘other’ includes transport, cash gifts and community contributions (for example a 
contribution to the local mosque), phone credit and phone charging, festivals and ceremonies, cosmetics and hair 
products, tobacco, house repairs and a certain amount of cash savings. This type of expense will be reduced during 
a bad year and expanded during a good year.  

 

Hazards 

 
The common chronic hazards, which occur on a yearly basis in this livelihood zone, are crop pests, livestock 
diseases and wild fires. Among the most common crop pests are rice gall midge (a small fly that causes stunting 
and the failure to develop seeds) and whitefly which affect vegetables. Chemical inputs are available for purchase 
from the Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Food Security (MAFFS) and from private suppliers for a fee. Common 
livestock diseases include Peste des petits ruminants (PPR) which affects small stock and Newcastle disease which 
can decimate entire flocks. Again, treatments can be purchased from the MAFFS or from private suppliers. 
Additionally, cattle trespassing into agricultural fields is a common problem once crops have matured and can lead 
to conflicts between herders and farmers. Bush fires are common during the land preparation stages when slash 
and burn techniques are used.  
 
The common periodic hazards, which do not occur every year, are delayed rains which are linked to the effects of 
climate change. A delay in the start of the rainy season can mean the loss of the first sowing, while an unexpected 
lull during the rainy season can lead to below average production. Localized flooding due to heavy rains is also a 
periodic hazard. Heavy rains can wash out crops before they are established and waterlogging can reduce yields. 
Flooding also makes roads inaccessible so it is difficult or becomes more costly to take crops to market to sell.  
 

Response Strategies 

 
In response to hazards and years with bad production, households attempt to meet their minimum food needs and 
cash requirements through several strategies. These strategies are detailed for this livelihood zone below: 
 

 All households try to reduce expenditure on non-essential or more expensive items first, buying less sugar and 
oil, for instance, and using that money to buy the cheaper staple – cassava tubers or flour – instead; or cutting 
down on festivals, tobacco, cosmetics or eliminating clothing purchases.  

 

 Poorer households collect wild foods and firewood and charcoal for sale. When households do not have 
enough food from their own harvest or cash to purchase food, they collect bush yams. They also collect honey, 
oil palm and tap palm wine for sale. This strategy is limited however by the level of supply which can bring the 
price of goods down if many households are competing for clients.  
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 Wealthier households can increase their livestock sales; however, it should be kept in mind that the value of 
livestock tends to drop in bad years, both because supplies increase as more people try to earn cash in the 
same way, and because their body condition deteriorates as grazing and water resources decline. Local 
households are also competing against specialist Fulani herders with better livestock and market knowledge.  

 

 Households can request loans from their family members or neighbors or form established money lenders or 
traders. Most often the loans are paid back after the harvest.  

 

Key Parameters for Monitoring 

 
The key parameters listed in the table below are food and income sources that make a substantial contribution to 
the household economy in the Follasaba Dembellia and Wara Wara Yagala Vegetable Livelihood Zone. These 
should be monitored to indicate potential losses or gains to local household economies, either through on-going 
monitoring systems or through periodic assessments.  
 

Item Key Parameter - Quantity Key Parameter – Price 

Crops  Rice – production levels 

 Maize – production levels 

 Beans – production levels 

 Cassava – production levels 

 Sweet potatoes – production levels 

 Groundnuts – production levels 

 Vegetables – production levels 

 Palm oil – production levels 

 Millet – production levels 

 Sorghum – production levels 

 Rice – producer prices  

 Maize – producer prices 

 Beans – producer prices 

 Cassava – producer prices 

 Sweet potatoes – producer prices 

 Groundnuts – producer prices 

 Vegetables – producer prices 

 Palm oil – producer prices 
 

Livestock production  Cow milk - yields 

 Cattle – herd size 

 Sheep – herd size 

 Goats – herd size 

 Cow milk – producer prices 

 Cattle – producer prices 

 Sheep – producer prices 

 Goats – producer prices 

Other food and cash 
income 

 Agricultural labor (pre-harvest) - demand 

 Petty trade - volume 

 Wild foods - availability 

 Pre-harvest agricultural labor rates (in 
kind and in cash) 

 Wild foods - prices 
 

Expenditure   Rice – market prices 

 Cassava – market prices 

 Oil – market prices 
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Program Implications 

The longer-term program implications suggested below, include those that were highlighted by the wealth group 
interviewees themselves and those made by the assessment team following detailed discussions and observations 
in the field.  These suggestions require further detailed feasibility studies.  
 

All households 

Improved access to 
electricity 

Improved access to water 
for drinking 

Road maintenance  Improved health facilities 
and access to health 
services 

Agricultural support 
including post-harvest 
structures (storage 
facilities) and inputs 
(seeds and tools) 

Financial assistance 
(access to microcredit) 
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Sierra Leone Baseline Profile 

Rice Bowl Areas Livelihood Zone (SL10) April, 201728 

Zone Description 

 
The Rice Bowl Areas Livelihood Zone covers three distinct 
and geographically discrete areas in the country, in all of 
which there is a heavy concentration on lowland rice 
production. The zone cuts across parts of Bombali, 
Tonkolili, Kambia, Port Loko, and Bonthe districts. It is 
characterized by undulating plains and plateaux with the 
exception of those areas which fall in Kambia where flat 
plains, valleys and coastal areas predominate. The 
vegetation consists of mangrove swamps, forest, 
savannah, agricultural land, and sand dunes (in Kambia). 
The climate differs to some extent across the zone, from 
warm lowland areas in Bombali to sub-tropical areas in 
Tonkolili, tropical areas in Kambia, and temperate areas in 
Port Loko. There are no tarmac roads or major towns in the 
zone; those towns which serve as major markets–such as 
Makeni –are outside the zone. The main rivers which flow 
through the zone are: Great Scarcies, Little Scarcies (in the 
Kambia and Port Loko area); Rokel  (in the Tonkolili and 
Bombali area), and Waanje and Sewa (in the Bonthe area). 
There is one main rainy season from May to November, 
followed by the dry season from December to April. Annual 
rainfall averages 800-1700mm in those parts of the zone 
falling in Kambia, Port Loko, Bombali and Tonkolili districts, and 600-1200mm in that part of the zone falling in 
Bonthe district. Fertile laterite soils make the zone moderately productive for agriculture.  
 
Household economies in this food surplus livelihood zone depend on crop production, principally the cultivation of 
rice, cassava, sweet potatoes and groundnuts, which are grown both for consumption and sale; and pepper and 
vegetables which are grown as cash crops.  Households also cultivate maize, beans, sorghum and simsim in smaller 
quantities. Land is owned only by middle and better off households; because they own permanent land the better 
off (and to a lesser extent the middle) also own permanent plants such as fruit and palm trees, from which they 
produce fruits (e.g. mangoes) and palm oil. Very poor and poor households do not own land and therefore must 
rent it from the middle and better off in return for a part of their harvests. These poorer households also carry out 

                                                           
28 Fieldwork for the current profile was undertaken from January to February 2017. The information presented in this 
profile refers to the reference year, which was the consumption year that covered the period October 2015 to September 
2016. Provided there are no fundamental and rapid shifts in the economy, the information in this profile is expected to 
remain valid for approximately five to ten years (i.e. 2021-2026). All prices referred to in the document are for the 
reference year. 
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a lot of casual agricultural labor on the farms of the middle and better off to earn cash. This labor and the much 
larger land area they cultivate allows households in the upper two wealth groups –particularly the better off- to 
produce substantial surpluses.  All households purchase some of their minimum food requirement on the market, 
but the very poor and poor depend much more on the market than their wealthier counterparts. 
 
Crop production is rain-fed, apart from lowland rice which is dependent on water which collects naturally in swamp 
areas fed both by rainfall, and streams and rivers. Depending on their means households either buy fertilizer on the 
market, or use manure from their animals. Land is worked by hand using hoes, pick axes, cutlasses and knives. Crop 
production (particularly rice production) is therefore a labor-intensive process, and the amount of intra-household 
labor a household has, and the amount of labor a household can hire are important in determining how much land 
they can cultivate. Middle and better off households pay men from very poor and poor households to prepare land, 
women to weed, and both men and women to harvest. In some villages there are working groups which the better 
off hire to cultivate their fields. Laborers are paid both in cash and in kind. 
 
Households in the zone also own goats, sheep and hens, which they rear and then sell for cash. All animals free 
graze or browse and feed on grass, crop residues and grains. Households do not commonly buy livestock. They 
slaughter hens, and –in the case of the better off- sheep and goats around festival and initiation time. In addition to 
crop and livestock production, households in the upper two wealth groups earn money from petty trade, selling 
commodities such as salt, sugar and stock cubes at village level. Petty trade is carried out by women. Households in 
the lower two wealth groups earn some money from self-employment activities (e.g. selling firewood, charcoal and 
gari –processed cassava). Better off households own motorbikes and earn money from transporting goods and 
people. Households in the zone also fish in rivers and in the sea, mostly with nets and lines. This is typically carried 
out by men from poorer households for their own consumption, but there are pockets of the zone in coastal areas 
where fishing is carried out on a larger scale by households in all wealth groups. 
 
There was no violent conflict in the zone during the reference year. However, there are tensions between crop 
producers and cattle herders in some pockets of the zone, in cases where cattle stray on to farmers’ fields. This 
situation may escalate in the future if not addressed. The sources of water for humans during the wet season are 
hand pumps, rain water, river water, streams, and wells. In the dry season there are fewer sources of water, namely 
hand pumps, wells and river water. Households in the zone do not pay for water, although they may contribute as 
necessary for pump repairs. Water for humans and livestock comes from the same sources. In terms of sanitation 
better off households typically have their own latrines and their own pits for garbage disposal. Only a few poorer 
households have these. The majority defecate in the bush and do not have garbage pits. Healthcare is provided in 
community health centers, although very few villages have these and households may have to travel from a mile to 
10 miles to access one. The better off, but not the poor, can also afford to access government-run hospitals in cases 
of more serious illness. The poor light their houses with small and poor quality battery-powered Chinese lights and 
palm oil tin lights; the better off own larger and better quality Chinese lights, and battery-powered torches. Cell 
phone network coverage is poor; it is primarily households in the upper two wealth groups who own cell phones, 
although poor households may own one. Children from poor households attend primary and sometimes junior 
secondary school, while children from better off households are more likely to remain in education for longer and 
continue through to senior secondary school and college. The better off can access credit from Village Savings and 
Loans Associations of which they are members, and ‘Community Box’ savings schemes, in which participating 
households save and loan money collectively; they pay 10-30% interest on these loans. Poor households seek credit 
from the better off; they most commonly repay this in-kind (rice), but if repaid in cash, interest is typically between 
10 and 20%. There are governmental, and non-governmental actors working in some, but not all parts of the zone: 
these include the Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Food Security, the Japan International Cooperation Agency, 
World Vision (who all work on agriculture), and Action Aid who work on education. 
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Markets 

 
The transportation infrastructure in this zone is not well-developed. While the different areas of this livelihood zone 
benefit from tarmac roads to connect them to the rest of the country, the roads inside the zone are dirt roads. Road 
access during the wet season is consequently very poor, and improves only during the dry season. Some of the roads 
are in need of repair and may be small in size or overgrown with bushes. Bridges in the zone are also generally small 
and so cannot take large loads. Some areas do not have bridges and so canoes, boats or ferries are used to cross 
rivers. 
 
The main markets for the zone are Mile 91, Magburaka and Makeni for that part of the zone which falls in Tonkolili 
and Bombali districts; and Kambia, Mambolo, Rokupr and Port Loko for that part of the zone which falls in Kambia 
and Port Loko districts. Market access is generally poor, both due to the poor transportation infrastructure described 
above, and due to the distance of markets from villages. It is difficult to find transport to and from markets, and 
transportation costs are high. This means that many households –particularly the very poor and poor –sell their 
crops at the farm gate to middle men from towns or to those better off households who buy crops during the harvest 
and re-sell them later in the year at a profit. Farm gate prices are very low compared to those at main markets in 
towns. Those households who do transport their crops to markets do so by motorbike (known locally as “okada”) 
as well as by boat for those markets like Rokupr and Mambolo that are accessible in this way. It is the better off who 
own motorbikes in the zone; they will transport other households’ crops to market for a fee.  
 
Rice, groundnuts and pepper are the main crops marketed by households in this zone. Farmers sell their crops during 
and after the harvest; rice from November to March, groundnuts in August and December, and pepper after each 
of the several harvests a year. Crops are sold at farm gates or markets within the livelihood zone. Some may be 
consumed locally; and the rest are transported to and sold in markets outside the zone and ultimately in Freetown. 
The main livestock sold are chicken goats and sheep. These are sold in village markets and then traded to district-
level markets and on to Freetown. Chickens are sold throughout the year; goats and sheep are mainly sold around 
Christmas and Easter and during the initiation period. 
 
Trading in imported rice occurs throughout the year, but peaks during the lean season from July to September, 
when households’ (especially poorer households’) own supplies are depleted. Imported rice arrives in Freetown 
from –for example- Thailand, India or Pakistan and is trucked by wholesalers to Makeni, Kambia, Port Loko, Mile 91 
and Magburaka markets. From here it is sold to local wholesale traders who take it to sell at village markets. Sugar 
is also imported into the zone from Freetown by the same route. 
 
The labor market is mostly local with about 80% of casual labor found in agriculture in the rural parts of the zone; 
this entails members of poorer households working on the fields of the middle and better off. Around 15% of casual 
labor carried out by people from the zone is carried out in local towns; the remaining 5% is performed outside the 
zone in Freetown. People migrate in search of work during the off-peak agricultural labor period. Numbers of people 
migrating increase in bad years. Labor migration into the livelihood zone is not common. 
 

Timeline and Reference Year 

 

The baseline assessment refers to a very specific time period called the reference year. In the Rice Bowl Areas 
Livelihood Zone the reference year covered the consumption period from October 2015 to September 2016. During 
community leader interviews, informants were asked to rank the last five years in terms of seasonal performance 
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with ‘1’ indicating a poor season and ‘5’ an excellent season. The table below, which summarizes the response of 
the community leaders, shows year quality by production year (which starts with land preparation in January, 
through planting around May to end with the harvest from October to December. Therefore, the production year 
of 2015 corresponds to the consumption year of October 2015-September 2016.  
 

Production 
Year 

 
Rank Critical Events 

2015 
 

4 
Households were recovering from the Ebola epidemic. Above-average crop yields, good rainfall, timely planting. 
Households received seed distributions and seed loans. Some attacks of crop pests and rodents, and flooding in 
some areas. 

2014 
 

1.5 

Ebola epidemic meant reductions in agricultural labor and restrictions on movement and hunting. No harvests 
in some pockets of the zone, poor yields in others. High staple food prices. Flooding in some areas. Households 
depended on social/family support, increased livestock sales, took loans, consumed wild foods (some villages), 
and increased fishing activities. 

2013 
 

4 
Good crops yields and seed availability. Crop pests. Some rodent and bird attacks on crops, and flooding in some 
pocket areas. 

2012 
 

4 
Above-average crop production and good seed availability. Crop pests. Some rodent and bird attacks on crops, 
and flooding in some pocket areas. 

2011 
 

3.5 
Average to above-average crop production. Crop pests. Some rodent and bird attacks on crops, and flooding in 
some pocket areas. 

5 = an excellent season for household food security (e.g. due to good rains, good prices, good crop yields, etc.) 
4 = a good season or above average season for household food security 
3 = an average season in terms of household food security 
2 = a below average season for household food security 
1 = a poor season (e.g. due to drought, flooding, livestock disease, pest attack) for household food security 

 

 
As shown in the table, the production year corresponding to the reference year had above average crop yields, and 
good well-distributed rainfall. Planting was timely and households received seeds through distributions and loans. This 
meant that overall the reference year was an above average year in terms of household food security. The previous 
production year, 2014, was considered a poor season for household food security due to the Ebola outbreak. 
Government bans on trading and movement, implemented to reduce the spread of the virus, reduced the availability 
of agricultural inputs. Death, illness, the need to care for family members, and fear of contracting Ebola also significantly 
reduced the labor force, an integral component of the production cycle in an agricultural zone where all labor is done 
by hand. The three years before the Ebola epidemic, on the other hand, were good production seasons for household 
food security. 

 

Seasonal Calendar for Reference Year 

 
This livelihood zone has one long rainy season from May to November. Rice is the main staple, and the consumption 
year begins with the harvest of upland rice in October and November. It is grown in single stalls, while all other crops 
are inter-cropped. Land is prepared from January to April; this is a labor-intensive period of the production year. 
Sowing itself takes places in May. Weeding is from August to September. Lowland rice is sown later from July to August 
following land preparation from April to June. It is then harvested in December. Households consume a large part of 
the rice they cultivate; it covers 2-6 months of all food needs, depending on the amount of land cultivated and the 
yield. All households also sell part of their rice crop. Sales peak during and after the harvest from November to March.  
 
Households also grow cassava which is harvested from August to October, and groundnuts which are harvested twice, 
first in August, and then in November and December. They also grow maize in small quantities, which they consume 
green at the end of the lean season in September. Pepper is harvested at several times during the year. 
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The dry season is from December to April. This is when households primarily sell firewood and charcoal, and carry out 
petty trade. Agricultural laboring work is available for around ten months of the year from February to November. 
During this time poorer households work on the fields of the middle and better off, preparing land, planting, weeding, 
ploughing and harvesting. This reduces the amount of time they are able to spend on the fields they have rented and 
are cultivating for themselves. 
 
Those who seek off-farm casual labor do so between December and January. These are also the months when festivals 
and initiations take place – just after the harvest at a time of relative plenty and during a lull in the agricultural labor 
which takes up most of the year. Households spend large amounts of money during initiation time for the ritual and 
feast of a child turning 15 or 16. 

 
 
 
Livestock breeding is not controlled and takes place throughout the year. Goats and sheep are mostly commonly sold 
when demand peaks around the Christian festivals of Christmas and Easter in December and April. These sales provide 
households with chunks of cash income. Livestock diseases are most common from January to March, although it is 
only the better off who spend money on livestock drugs. Fishing takes place throughout the year, but the peak period 
is from December to June. This is typically carried out by very poor and poor households on a small-scale to 
supplement their diet. In coastal parts of the zone, households from all wealth groups fish to earn cash income; 
however, this is not typical of the zone as a whole. 

Rainy season r r r r r r r r r r r r r r

Crops

Upland rice h h h h lp lp lp lp lp lp lp lp p p w w w w

Lowland rice h h lp lp lp lp lp lp p p p p

Cassava h h lp lp lp p p p w w h h h h

Maize lp lp lp lp lp lp p p w w w w gh gh

Groundnuts h h h h lp lp p p w w h h

Pepper h h h h h h h h h h h h h h

SepOct Nov Dec Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug

Livestock

Goats/ sheep breeding 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4

Goats/sheep sales 7 7 7 7 7 7

Livestock diseases 3 3 3 3 3 3

Other

Agricultural labor peak 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4

Off farm labor peak 5 5 5 5

Firewood/ Charcoal sales 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3

Petty trade 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1

Fishing 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2

Stress & High Expenditure Periods

Festival/ initiation season 2 2 2 2

High staple food prices sp sp sp sp sp sp

Lean season ls ls ls ls ls ls

Loans/ debts peak 5 5 5 5 5 5

Human diseases 7 7 7 7 7 7

Legend Land prep Sowing Weeding Green Cons. Harvest/Thresh.
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Towards the end of the consumption year, the situation gets harder, particularly for poorer households. This is the 
lean season when harvests have run out or are depleted and these households are dependent on the market for their 
food. At the same time staple food prices peak, and very poor and poor (and sometimes even middle) households may 
take loans from better off households, which they repay in rice during or immediately after the harvest. This is also 
the time when human diseases are most prevalent and consequently when households spend the most on medicines. 
The cassava, groundnut, green maize, and one of the pepper harvests (though not the most productive of the year’s 
harvests) come in during these months; these may provide some limited relief for poorer households before the main 
rice harvest begins again in October. 
 

 

Wealth Breakdown and Productive Assets 

 

 
 
The table above summarizes the types and numbers of productive assets that typical households within each wealth 
group own and/or manage. The graph inside the table shows the percent of households within the zone that falls into 
each wealth group.  
  
The main determinant of wealth in this livelihood zone is the amount of land owned and cultivated. Land ownership 
is exclusively concentrated in the middle and better groups. These households cultivate significantly more land than 
the lower two groups. Not only do their larger households sizes mean they have more intra-household labor available, 
they have the resources to employ members of very poor and poor households to carry out agricultural labor for them. 
Labor is particularly important in this zone, because crop production is carried out almost entirely by hand. In addition 
to having more labor, the upper two groups are also able to invest more money in agricultural inputs.  
 
In contrast, the poor and very poor do not own land themselves, but must borrow or rent it from the middle and 
better off in return for a part of their harvest. Their smaller household sizes mean they have less intra-household 
labor, and their household members spend time away from their own fields working on the fields of the middle and 
better off. There is, however, no difference in agricultural production methods between wealth groups; only in a few 
villages do the better off have access to tractors for ploughing. All wealth groups also cultivate the same seasonal 
crops. However, the better off -who own permanent land- also own permanent crops such as fruit trees (e.g. 
mangoes), and palm trees (which provide them with palm oil). The main constraints to crop production in this zone 
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are: a lack of agricultural tools and equipment; a lack of inputs such as seeds and fertilizer; and lack of cash to purchase 
these inputs. These constraints particularly affect the poorer wealth groups. 
 
Livestock ownership is a secondary determinant of wealth. The very poor own 2-3 hens and no other livestock. The 
poor, middle and better off own goats and sheep in increasing numbers with wealth. In addition to hens, the middle 
and better off also own ducks. Households sell animals to generate additional cash income. The main constraints to 
livestock production are livestock diseases and a lack of money to buy livestock for rearing.  
 
The very poor do not own cell phones, but other households do; those at the upper end have more per household. 
Cell phones have become an essential means of staying connected to people and information, and there are both 
productive as well as social reasons for having them  Better off households also own a motorbike, which they use to 
earn money from transport. According to local informants very poor and poor households together comprise around 
50-65% of all households in the zone; middle and better off households comprise 35-50% of all households in the 

zone. It is important to note, however, that, given their larger household sizes, the percentage of the population 
falling into the upper wealth groups is actually larger than the percentage of households falling into these same groups 
 
Lastly, note that some pockets of the zone lie along the coast. In such areas, the number of fishing nets and the 
ownership of boats and canoes are also determinants of wealth. The upper wealth groups own more nets than the 
lower two wealth groups. The upper two wealth groups own boats for fishing, while the lower two wealth groups use 
canoes. However, these assets are not typical of households in the zone, and as such have not been included in this 
wealth breakdown. 

 

Sources of Food 

 
The graph below presents the sources of food for households in different wealth groups in the Rice Bowl Areas 
Livelihood Zone for the period October 2015-September 2016. October represents the start of the consumption year 
because it is when the upland rice harvest begins, thereby marking the end of the hunger period. Food is presented 
as a percentage of 2100 kcal per person per day for the 12-month period. This was considered a good year. 
 
There are two major sources of food in this livelihood zone: own crop production and market purchase. These account 
for all the food consumed by the two upper wealth groups. In addition, there are two minor sources of food: payment 
in kind, and the consumption of wild foods and fish caught from small-scale fishing. It is the two lower wealth groups 
alone who receive a small part of their food requirement, from these sources. The reliance on own crop production 
increases with wealth; as described in the ‘wealth breakdown’ section above, the amount of land cultivated (and 
therefore production) increases with wealth. The very poor and poor received 54-56% of their minimum food needs 
from their own crops, compared to 75% for the middle, and 92% for the better off. The major staple is rice, which 
has been classified under ‘cereals’ along with the very small quantities of sorghum households produced. In addition, 
households consumed their own cassava, groundnuts, and maize which they harvested green. ‘Other own crops’ is a 
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combination of beans, sweet 
potatoes and simsim. For the better 
off it also includes palm oil (7% of 
their annual food needs), which they 
are the only wealth group to 
produce. 
 
In the reference year a typical very 
poor household produced around 
535kg of rice, a typical poor 
household 835kg, a typical middle 
household 1960kg and a typical 
better off household produced 
2460kg. Households sold around 35-
45% of the rice they produced, and 
consumed the rest.  Households in 
all wealth groups also sold a part of 
their cassava, sweet potato and 

 
In the graph, food access is expressed as a percentage of minimum food requirements, 
taken as an average food energy intake of 2100 kcals per person per day. 

groundnut crops. Only the better off sold part of their simsim crop. Sorghum, maize and beans were grown solely for 
consumption. Had they not sold any of their own crop production, but instead consumed it the better off would have 
received 224% of their minimum food requirement, the middle 165%, the poor 105% and the very poor 94% from 
this source. This shows not only how much more the better off and middle produced but also how much surplus they 
had available to sell. The very poor and poor produced enough crops overall to cover all or almost all of their food 
needs, but once they had sold crops to earn cash to cover other essential expenditures they had a considerable food 
gap to fill. These groups also commonly borrow rice from the middle and better off before the harvest and pay it back 
during the harvesting period; so some of their production was spent on this payment.   
 
All households purchased food on the market. The reliance on staple food purchase decreased with wealth. Very 
poor and poor households purchased 21-22% of their food needs in rice, compared to 5-10% for the middle and 
better off. The very poor alone also purchased small quantities of cassava. All households also spent money on non-
staple foods. The contribution of these to minimum food requirement increased slightly with wealth, because the 
upper two wealth groups had more cash to spend on ‘luxury’ non-staple food items. Non-staple purchase included 
beans (which the better off alone did not buy), sugar, oil, vegetables, dried and fresh fish, and meat (only the middle 
and better off). Notably, oil contributed a lot to minimum food requirements: 9% of that of the very poor and poor, 
10% of that of the middle and 13% of that of the better off. Sugar, on the other hand, contributed only around 1% of 
the minimum food requirement of all groups. 
 
The combination of own crop production and market purchase provided over 100% of minimum food needs of the 
middle and better off during the reference year.  The very poor and poor had to supplement these two food sources 
with rice received as payment in kind for agricultural labor carried out for the middle and better off, and (1-2%) and 
the consumption of bush yams (in those parts of the zone where they grow) and fish from small-scale fishing activities 
(4-6%). Note, lastly, that households did not receive any of their minimum food needs from their own livestock. Sheep 
and goats are not milked, nor are they commonly slaughtered. Only some better off households slaughtered a sheep 
or a goat during the reference year and this contributed a tenth of 1% to their annual food requirement. 
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Sources of Cash Income 

In the Rice Bowl Areas 
Livelihood Zone, household 
income comes from five 
sources: crop sales, livestock 
sales, agricultural labor, self-
employment, and petty trade. 
 
Crop sales are the major 
source of income for all wealth 
groups, contributing 55-61% of 
total cash income for the two 
lower wealth groups and 80-
83% of total cash income for 
the upper two wealth groups. 
The main difference between 
wealth groups is how they earn 
the remainder of their total 
cash income. The very poor and 
poor rely heavily on 
agricultural labor; the middle 
and better off rely rather on 
self-employment and petty trade. All wealth groups receive some income from livestock sales. These different cash 
income profiles- particularly the difference between the two upper and two lower wealth groups- relate to the 
wealth breakdown above and the amount of land a household can cultivate. 
 
All wealth groups sold a 
proportion of their rice and 
cassava harvests. And all groups 
apart from the very poor sold a 
part of their sweet potato 
harvest. Cash income from these 
crops is classified as ‘cereal & 
tuber sales’ in the graph.  Pepper 
is the major cash crop in the 
zone, contributing 17-21% of the 
total cash income of the very 
poor and poor, 24% of that of 
the middle and 31% of that of 
the better off. All groups sell 
vegetables, and the better off in 
addition sell fruit. ‘Other crop 
sales’ means only groundnuts 
for the bottom three groups; the better off alone sell simsim and palm oil, which are also included in this category. 
 

The graph provides a breakdown of total annual cash income in Sierra 

Leonean Leones according to income source. 
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The middle and better off are able to earn more cash income from crop sales than households in the lower two 
groups, not only because they produce in larger quantities, but also because they sell at a higher price. The lower 
two wealth groups sell at the farm gate when prices are lowest directly after the harvest, whereas the upper two 
wealth groups are able to wait until they rise. Thus during the reference year the very poor sold their rice at 2,000 
SLL per kilogram, the poor at 2,400, and the middle and better off at 2,900. The same trend was also observed with 
sweet potatoes and 
groundnuts. 

INCOME SUMMARY TABLE (SLL) 

Wealth group Very poor Poor Middle Better off 

Annual income 
per household 29 

2-3 million 
 

3-6 million 
 

6-11 million 14-23 million 

In addition to crops, all wealth groups sold livestock. The very poor sold 2 hens, the poor 1 goat or sheep and 2 hens, 
the middle 2-3 goats and sheep, and 8 hens, and the better off 4 goats and sheep and 5 hens. During the reference 
year goats fetched 150,000 SLL on the market, and sheep fetched 300,000 SLL per head. The upper two wealth 
groups sold their hens for 18,000 SLL each; the lower two wealth groups did not sell their hens in such good condition 
and so they fetched only 15,000 SLL each. 
 
The very poor and poor earned a large proportion of their total cash income (31-34%) from carrying out agricultural 
labor for the middle and better off households. This allows the upper two groups to cultivate more land and means 
that households in the lower two wealth groups have less labor available to cultivate their own land. The majority 
of this labor was carried out in the pre-harvest period, and 70-75% of cash income from labor was earned at this 
time. The remainder was earned during the harvest. The final source of cash income for the two lower groups is 
self-employment, which includes firewood/charcoal sales, food sales (e.g. fufu and gari), and, in rare cases, petty 
trade. 
 
Households in the middle and better off groups both typically carry out petty trading activities. They buy 
commodities such as salt, sugar, and Maggi (stock) cubes, and sell them for a profit in their villages. The better off 
also own a motorbike and transport people and goods with it to earn money. This has been classified on the graph 
as ‘self-employment;’ note, however, that it is different from the self-employment of the poorer groups. 
 
What of differences in total cash income between wealth groups? In absolute terms the better off earned 6.5 times 
more than the very poor, over 3.5 times more than the poor and 2 times more than the middle. However, when we 
adjust per capita to take into account the larger household sizes of the better off, these differences are smaller. Per 
person the better off earned 3 times more than the very poor, 2.4 times more than the poor and 60% more than 
the middle. These differences are explained primarily by the much larger landholdings of the middle and better off 
and the much larger area they cultivate, which enables them to generate so much more cash from crop sales, money 
which they are then able to invest in petty trading to generate more cash. 
 
 
 

 

                                                           
29 The average exchange rate from October 2015-September 2016 was 1 USD = 5,500 SLL. 

 

The graph provides a breakdown of total annual cash income as a percent of 

annual cash income. 



125 
 
 

Expenditure Patterns 

 
The graph presents expenditure 
patterns for the reference year 
October 2015-September 2016.  
While absolute expenditure 
increases with wealth in line with 
total cash income, the 
expenditure breakdown by 
percent in this graph shows the 
relative amount of income spent 
on different categories.   
 
As in other areas of Sierra Leone, 
households in this zone need to 
cover a range of essential 
expenditures over the year. These 
include: staple foods, non-staple 
foods, household items, 
productive inputs, social services 
(which includes school and 
health), 

 

The graph provides a breakdown of total annual cash expenditure according to 
category of expenditure 

clothes and other miscellaneous items. 
 
Relative expenditure on food, both staple and non-staple combined, decreases as we move up the wealth 
spectrum. In other words, poorer households have to spend a larger portion of their annual cash just to meet basic 
food needs. Even in a good year like the reference year the two lower groups spent 57-60% of their total cash 
income on food. The middle spent less (37%) and the better off just over a quarter. Rice is the main staple food 
purchased; in addition, the very poor bought small quantities of cassava.  In terms of non-staple foods, all 
households bought oil, sugar, dried fish and vegetables; all groups except the better off bought beans; and all 
groups except for the very poor bought fresh fish. Only the middle and better off were able to buy meat. 
 
Proportional spending on inputs increased significantly with wealth. While the very poor and poor spent 
respectively 6% and 8% of their total cash on inputs, the middle spent 21% and the better off 26%. In absolute 
terms the better off spent almost 27 times more on inputs than the very poor, 13 times more than the poor and 
2.5 times more than the middle. The upper two groups cultivate much more land than the lower two groups and 
this requires much more investment in inputs. The two lower and two upper groups also spent their inputs budgets 
very differently. For the poor and very poor the major expenditure was on transport (which includes transporting 
crops to market); this took up 57-59% of their total budget for inputs. The very poor spent the remainder on tools 
(29%) and seeds (12%). The poor, however, were able to buy fertilizer, which accounted for 23% of this budget. 
They then also spent the remainder on tools (14%) and seeds (6%).  In contrast, the two upper groups spent most 
of their money for inputs on labor (55% for the middle and 66% for the better off). The middle spent the rest on 
phone charging and phone credit (17%), transport (14%), and fertilizer and tools (7% each). The better off spent 
10% of their money for inputs on fertilizer, 8% on transport, 7% each on tools and phone charging, and the 
remaining 2% on animal drugs (the only group to do so). We should also note that the two upper groups did not 
spend money on seeds, because they were able to keep enough over from the previous year’s harvest.  
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All households spent money on households items; proportional expenditure on these decreased with wealth. The 
very poor and poor spent most of this budget (42-45%) on salt and Maggi stock cubes, followed by soap (32-34%), 
lighting and batteries (15-20%), and utensils (5-8%) The middle and better off allocated their budget differently 
and spent money on a wider range of items. 29-32% of their budget for households items went on soap, 24-31% 
on salt and Maggi, 15-16% on lighting and batteries,  7-14% on tea, 5-7% on firewood/charcoal, and 3-5% on 
grinding. In addition, poorer households spent 4% of their total cash income on clothes, which is categorized 
separately on the graph; the middle and better off spent 2-3% on clothes. 
 
Social services includes education and medical expenses and accounted for 9-12% of all households’ total 
expenditure during the reference year. The majority of this budget (around 70-80% of it) was spent on education. 
In absolute terms and adjusted per person to take into account differences in household size the better off spent 
3 times more than the very poor on education, 2.2 times more than the poor and almost 30% more than the middle. 
The upper wealth groups have more to invest in their children’s education and those born into households in these 
wealth groups are more likely to go to senior secondary school or college than are children born into very poor and 
poor households. The picture is different for health. The poor, middle and better off all spent about the same per 
person on health in the reference year; and all of them spent 60% more per person than did very poor households. 
 
The remaining category of expenditure is ‘other,’ which includes spending on religious contributions, community 
obligations, festivals, initiations, beer and tobacco, and other items. These are often discretionary expenditures 
which can be reduced or redirected in a bad year to buy more essential items if necessary. Both proportional and 
absolute expenditure on this category increases with wealth, accounting for 5-6% of total spending of the two 
poorer groups, 14% of the total spending of the middle, and 28% of that of the better off. In per capita terms the 
better off spend almost 16 times more than the very poor on ‘other’ items, 11.5 times more than the poor and 
over 3 times more than the middle. It should be noted that the reference year was a good year and therefore all 
groups had more in this budget than they would have in a bad year.  

 

Hazards 

 
There are a number of hazards that affect this zone on a yearly basis. The first is crop diseases, for example cassava 
mosaic virus; diseases destroy crops and therefore reduce households’ harvests. Crops are also affected by rodents 
and bird attacks. Rats and other rodents damage crops and eat rice and groundnuts. Rodents also spread disease, 
making rodent infestations doubly problematic for households. Birds mainly eat rice and maize. Livestock diseases 
are another major hazard for households: Newcastle disease affects poultry, and contagious caprine pleuro-
pneumonia (CCP) affects goats. Wild fires and the destruction of crops by cattle also affect this zone yearly. The 
main intermittent hazard is flooding, due to heavy rains. These wash out crop before they are established, reducing 
yields or devastating the entire harvest.  
 

Response Strategies 

 
In response to hazards and years with bad production, households attempt to meet their minimum food needs and 
cash requirements through a number of strategies. These strategies are detailed for this livelihood zone below: 
 

 All households try to reduce expenditure on non-essential or more expensive items first, and use that money 
to buy the cheaper staples –rice and cassava. 
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 Middle and better off households increase their income from crop sales, selling more and consuming less of 
their higher value crops, for example.  

 Very poor, poor, and even some middle households try to increase their labor income from agricultural work, 
seeking more hours and sending more people to work on farms owned by the middle and better off. However, 
the expandability of this option may be limited, because as supply of labor increases wage rates tend to 
decrease, and middle and better off households often reduce the amount of labor they hire during bad years. 

 Households in all wealth groups may migrate in search of labor in local towns or in Freetown.  

 Households in the middle and better off wealth groups try to increase their income from livestock sales by 
selling more goats, sheep and hens. This is more of an option for the better off who have the largest livestock 
holdings. 

 Middle and better off households seek to increase their income from petty trade, for example by increasing 
the number of households members doing this activity, and increasing the price of commodities. 

 Very poor and poor households are also more likely to take food loans from some middle and better off 
households to see them through to the next harvest. 

 To deal with rodents and crop pests, households set rodent traps and scare birds away from the crop. Better 
off households are also able to afford fencing for their fields. 

 In those parts for the zone where they are found very poor households may collect more wild foods for 
consumption. 

 

Key Parameters for Monitoring 

 
The key parameters listed in the table below are food and income sources that make a substantial contribution to 
the household economy in the Rice Bowl Areas Livelihood Zone. These should be monitored to indicate potential 
losses or gains to local household economies, either through on-going monitoring systems or through periodic 
assessments.  
 

Item Key Parameter - Quantity Key Parameter – Price 

Crops  Rice –quantity produced 

 Cassava- quantity produced 

 Sweet potatoes – quantity produced 

 Groundnuts – quantity produced 

 Palm oil – quantity produced 

 Pepper –quantity produced 

 Vegetables –quantity produced 

 Fruit –quantity produced 

 Rice –producer price 

 Groundnuts - producer price 

 Pepper –producer price 

 Vegetables –producer price 

 Fruit –producer price 

Other food and cash 
income 

 Agricultural labor (cultivation) – number of 
jobs 

 Agricultural labor (harvesting) – number of 
jobs 

 Self-employment (motorbike business) –
number of journeys 

 Petty trade –volume of trade 

 Agricultural wage rates (cultivation) 

 Agricultural wage rates (harvesting) 

 Self-employment (motorbike business) 
–price per journey 

 Petty trade –returns on trade 

Expenditure  
 

 Rice –consumer price 

 Oil –consumer price 
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Program Implications 

 
The longer-term program implications suggested below, include those that were highlighted by the wealth group 
interviewees themselves and those made by the assessment team following detailed discussions and observations 
in the field.  All of these suggestions require further detailed feasibility studies.  
 

 Improve access to agricultural inputs, such as seeds, tools and fertilizers (all wealth groups & community 
leaders). 

 Provide support to mechanize farming (all wealth groups & community leaders). 

 Provide tractors and oxen for ploughing (middle & better off). 

 Improve transport infrastructure, particularly roads (all wealth groups & community leaders). 

 Improve health services, including health centers and hospitals, and the provision of qualified staff and 
medicines (all wealth groups & community leaders). 

 Provide effective storage, drying and preservation facilities for crops (all wealth groups & community 
leaders). 

 Provide micro-credit and loan facilities (all wealth groups & community leaders). 

 Provide improved sanitation facilities, in particular toilets (all wealth groups & community leaders). 

 Improve access to markets (middle and better off) 

 Improve access to reliable and safe supplies of water for humans, for example through water wells and hand 
pumps (all wealth groups & community leaders). 

 Provide milling machines for rice (all wealth groups & community leaders). 

 Provide support to increase livestock holdings (poor, middle, better off & community leaders). 

 Build a community center (poor, middle, better off & community leaders). 

 Implement programs to support women (community leaders). 

 Provide better quality schools, particularly secondary schools. 

 Improve lighting facilities, for example by providing solar lights. 
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