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Sahel 

Delayed Relief Aid Prolongs Hardship in 
Mauritania, Chad, and Niger 

In Mauritania, Chad, and Niger, food aid de

liveries planned since early 1997 have 

been very slow in arriving. By mid-June many 
groups facing well -documented food emer

gencies still had received litt le or no food as

sistance. Households in these areas will enter 

the agricultural season-when time and en

ergy demands are at their highest-w ithout 

access to adequate food. 

Although some emergency operations are 

under way in these affected countries, diffi

culties in purchasing significant quantities of 

cereals in the region and delays in donor 

shipments from overseas have.,;;lowed deliv

eries. As the rainy season begins and road 

conditions deteriorate, delivery of the food 

aid to affected villages becomes even more 

difficult. 

FEWS visits to villages in the Aftout of 

Mauritania, Batha Prefecture in Chad, and 

Tanout Arrondissement in Niger revealed 

that many people in these areas do not have 

the means to buy the high-priced cereals 

where they are available in local markets. Fol-

Areas of Acute Hardship 
in the Sahel 

Mauritania 

Figure 1 
Niger 

lowing last year's poor harvest, households 

were forced to resort to disruptive coping 

strategies, including the unusual migration of 

entire families in search of work or other as

sistance. Daily food consumption has been 

reduced to an unsustainable level and con

sists largely of semitoxic wild foods. 

Mauritania: Dire Need 
In Mauritania, households in the Aftout and 

the Affole and in parts of the Senegal River 

Valley continue to face severe food access 

problems following last season's disastrous 
walo (river recessional) and dieri (rain fed) 

harvests. In early June, a Government-WFP

FEWS team visited the Aftout (figure 1) and 

the northern parts of Ba babe and M'Bagne 

Moughataas and found that many house

holds are eating only one meal a day, while 

others are going without food for days at a 

time. Wild foods- notably, the fruit of Boscia 
senega/ensis-account for most of what is 

being consumed. Pastoralists have had to sell 

breeding stock to buy food. The selling off of 
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these animals will significantl y reduce pas

toralists' future earnings, and it will probably 

take 4 to 6 years to reconstitute their herds. 

Medical officers in the areas that the team 

visited described an increasing incidence of 

acute malnutrition in both children and 

adults. The team observed children with the 

swollen stomachs and emaciated bodies as

sociated with malnutrition. Local officials and 

residents are concerned that the weakened 

state of the general population will make 

them susceptible to disease and mortality. 

The slow arrival of planned food aid has 

impeded relief efforts to date. The Lutheran 

World Federation's relief activities in the 

Aftout are on hold pending the expected ar

rival of 3,000 MT of European Union cereals 

in early July. In Monguel and M'Bout Mou

ghataas (northern Gorgol Wilaya) and in 

Barkeol Moughataa (Assaba Wilaya), the food 

assistance programs implemented by the 

Government have not been adequate to 

meet urgent needs. Some addit ional food aid 

should become available in the coming 

weeks. The German Embassy confirmed in 

mid-June that it would immediately make 

funds available to WFP for local purchases of 

8,062 MT of wheat. The United States has 

provided 4,400 MT of sorghum, which is 



scheduled to arrive before the end of June. 

Using resources previously committed to de

velopment projects, France has provided 

3,000 MT of wheat, which was sold through 

commercia l channels. The Government will 

use the proceeds to support it s emergency 

operations. 

Chad: Batha Particularly Worrisome 

In Chad, the subsidized sale of food aid com

modities provid ed by the European Union is 

drawing to a close, as these commodities 

have been nearly exhausted. A shipment of 

5,380 MT of maize provided by the United 

States has now arrived in country and free 

distributions are under way. 

These programs are much needed, but 

they will not fully address the current prob

lems. Planned food assistance programs will 

cover only about 53 percent of estimated re

quirements . Many people in areas of crop 

failure could not take advantage of the subsi

dized food aid sales. They could not afford to 

purchase a whole sack of cereal, and the ar

rival of subsidized cereal on the market did 

not appreciably affect the price of cereals 

sold in small quantities. The sit uation in Ba

tha Prefecture is particularly worrisome, be

cause the food aid ree+uirements there are 

not being addressed . 

Crops in some parts of the Sudanian zone 

were already well establi shed by the end of 

May, although sowing continues in most of 

the zone. In the Sahelian north , howeve r, a 

mid-May dry spell has delayed agricu ltur al 

activities . 

Residents of last year's drought-stricken 

areas face several more months of hardship . 

The cereal harvest will not take place until 

late September at the earliest. Peanuts or 

kreb (seeds of wi 'cl grass) w ill be avai lable as 

early as late August, but food will be scarce 

during the most demanding part of the agri

cultur al season. 

People in some areas are now collecting 

wild grains -a process that after 10 or more 

hours of work yie lds a kilogram or so of grain 

mixed with sand and debris. In other areas, 

women are collecting wild fruit to make a 

type of porridge . 

Niger: Serious Concern 

FEWS recent ly visited several areas in Zinder 

Department in Niger to assess the food secu

rity sit uation . As a result of unusual migra 

tions since the latter part of 1996, vulnerable 

populations are now split between the areas 

that have experienced crop failures and the 
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areas-including the town of Zinder and 

other parts of Mirriah Arrondissement-to 

which many have migrated . People remain

ing in the drought-stricken areas continue to 

subsist primarily on gathered foods, which 

require long and comp lex preparation. In Zin

der, some 4,000 migrants have set up camp 

and are subsisting on a combination of day

work and char ity. 

None of the emergency food aid pledged 

by the major bilatera l donors has arrived in 

these areas. In the interim, nongovernmental 

organizations have moved to fill the gap. In 

the Zind er area, Caritas-Germany distributed 

100 MT of cereal to vulnerable households 

during May. Medecins Sans Frontieres-France 

has set up six nutritional rehabilitation cen

ters to treat severe ly malnourished children 

in Tanout Arrondissement and northern Mir

riah Arrondissement, and it plans to set up 

fou r more . In the absence of substantial addi

tional assistance, however, conditions will 

continue to deteriorate through the harvest, 

and people who are already poor will be

come more impoverished and more vulnera

ble to future shocks. 

The U.S. and Nigerien Governments have 

agreed to use program funds to purchase 

1 ,080 MT of cereals within the region (in 

Niger and Nigeria) for food-for-work activi

ties in Ollelewa and Gangara Cantons (Ta

nout Arrondissement). Proforma contracts 

for the purchase and delivery of these com

modities have been obtained from traders in 

Zinder. 

Burkina Faso 

Early rainfall has been higher than normal 

across most of Burkina Faso. Farmers in parts 

of the sout hern and central region s of the 

country have already begun planting, whi le 

those in most of the rest of the country con

tinue preparing their fields and will wait until 

the growing season is well establ ished. 

As the agricultural season begins, food se

cur ity conditions remain satisfactory across 

most of the country . Cereals are readily avail

ab le and prices have remained relative ly 

steady in most markets (figure 2). Among the 

markets monitored by the Government's 

Market Inform atio n System (SIM), only Dori, 

in the northern Sahelian region of the coun

try, experienced sign ificant cereal price in

creases during April and May. 

In parts of the north, however, households 

have largely exhausted their cereal stocks 

and are relying more heavily on market pur

chases. The Government has begun position-
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ing supp lemental stocks in the provincial 

capitals in areas-such as Dori (Seno Prov

ince), Djibo (Soum Province), and Ouahigouya 

(Yatenga Province) - where it considers food 

shortages to be likely. 

Mali 

The agr icultur al season has now begun in 

most of Mali. Rainfall during May was normal 

or above normal across most of the Sudanian 

zone, wh ich includ es Sikasso and the south

ern portion of Kayes and Koulikoro Regions. 

Most farmers are st ill engaged in field prepa

rat ion, althou gh some have begun planting 

in the Sudan ian zone and in scattered parts 

of the Sahel. 

New vegetation has begun to emerge 

across Sikasso Region and in the southern 

portions of Kayes and Koulikoro Regions. 

Vegetat ive ground cover and biomass, wh ich 

~re indicators of pasture cond it ions, are 

above average. In the inland delta, over

grazing due to seasonal concentrations of 

animals has led to a decline in biom ass. Pas

ture cond iti ons in Kida I Region in the north 

of the country, where the rains have not yet 

arrived, are particularly poor. 

Millet prices increased during May in sev

eral markets in perennially deficit areas in 

the north. In most of the rest of the country, 

however, prices have remained fairly steady 

since the beginning of the year. Prices will in

crease over the coming months, following 

the usual seasonal pattern, until short ly be

fore the harvest. The pace of increase will de

pend large ly on how well the season starts 

and on expectations concerning the harvest 

outcome . 
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Urgently Needed Food 
Aid Is Starting To Arrive 
in Somalia 

Food security in southern Somalia remains 

poor. Farming households-especially 

where the previous sorghum harvest failed in 

Bay and Bakool Regions- are running out of 

resources to buy food . Malnutrition rates 

among children seen at clinics are high, and 

hungry people are drifting into towns in 

search of food. A food aid plan was adopted in 

February to help the vulnerable groups. But in 

the intervening months there has been a 

large gap between identified food aid needs 

and actual deliveries (figure 3). After months 

of delay, outside food aid deliveries to south

ern Somalia are accelerating. About two-thirds 

of the commodities programmed for WFP 

food-for-work aid, planned at 5, 163 MT be

tween April and September, have been deliv

ered to Somali ports. 

In late May, WFP announced that, in addi

tion to its food-for-work activities, it would 

conduct a 2-month emergency program for 

the free distribution of 4,300 MT of cereals in 

southern Somalia during June and July. Abo~t 

three-fourths of this amount is earmarked for 

distribution in Bay and Bakool Regions. All 

commodities for emergency food programs 

are now either in Somalia or on their way. 

Most deliveries, which started in mid-June, will 

be by road, although a limited airlift may be 

necessary in Bakool where roads are mined. 

The gu (main) season is progressing well, 

despite a disturbing break in the rains in mid

May. Field reports indicate that rains resumed 

in many locations in late May and early June. 

Crop development is reportedly good 

throughout the agricultural regions in south-

Horn of Africa 

ern Somalia, and the Somalia Food Security 

Assessment Unit's preliminary estimates put 

the gu harvest at about 118,000 MT of maize 

and 124,000 MT of sorghum - about 29 per

cent above the last gu production . However, 

not all areas are expected to enjoy production 

increases. Bay and Bakool Regions, which are 

seriously affected by food shortages and 

hunger, are expected to have serious produc

tion decreases, largely because many farmers 

are too weak to work in the fields . 

Ethiopia 

Field reports indicate very poor prospects for 

Ethiopia's 1997 belg (secondary season) har

vest, mainly because the season started late 

and the rains were light and poorly distrib

uted. As a result, the area cultivated for belg 
crops is less than it was during the two previ 

ous belg seasons. FEWS estimates that this 

season's production in the northern high

lands, an important belg production area, 

probably will be about 30 percent lower than 

belg production in 1995, and more than 

40 percent lower than in 1996. The drop in 

production is likely to be most severe in South 

Tigray and North Shewa Zones, and only 

slightly less so in North Wello Zone. Vulnera

bility in the be/g-dependent parts of these 

zones will be elevated at least until the meher 
(main season) harvest, in October. The Disaster 

Preparedness and Prevention Commission 

plans to conduct a 2-week assessment trip in 

late June and has invited donor participation . 

FEWS will join in this assessment, focusing on 

the impact of a poor belg harvest on the vul

nerability of different population segments . 

Food security conditions in Welayita, North 

Omo Zone, remain poor. The Disaster Pre

paredness and Prevention Commission, WFP, 

Save the Children Fund-United Kingdom, 

Southern Somalia-Comp arison of 
Cereal Food Aid Needs and Deliveries 
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FEWS, and several other nongovernmental or

ganizations working in Welayita have just 

completed a rapid vulnerability and needs as

sessment for the area. The group members 

have discussed the results and made recom

mendations to the commission to help it tar

get and prioritize responses for the most 

vulnerable populations. 

Southern Sudan 

Rainfall in southern Sudan was generally 

above average through the end of May, al

though some areas have been experiencing a 

dry spell since late April. Pasture and herd 

conditions are good, however, and even in the 

drier agropastoral areas there has been suffi

cient rain for pasture development. 

Southern Sudan has a long planting win

dow, and current agricultural activities range 

from planting main-season crops (which are 

harvested in November and December) to 

harvesting early maturing crops planted in 

April. Area planted this year has increased 

some 15 percent over 1996 in the more stable 

regions, mainly due to an influx of refugees 

returning from Uganda. Nevertheless, a lack of 

seeds and tools is limiting the area planted . 

Despite the generally good conditions, it is 

too early to assess the quality of the current 

season or the areas that have had poor rainfall 

this year. A FEWS visit to Kapoeta and Torit 

Counties in Eastern Equatoria confirmed that 

the dry spell has disrupted the planting of the 

second, main-season crops and that stem 

borer and greater grain weevil infestations are 

threatening yields. In Kaja Kaji County in 

Western Equatoria, the dry spell has affected 

the first maize, sorghum, and sesame crops at 

the critical time, during flowering. These areas 

experienced bad harvests last year, and if no 

rain is received by the end of June, yields from 

the current season will be significantly 

reduced. 

Food security in southern Sudan remains 

tenuous. Due to chronic civil insecurity, Bahr el 

Ghazal in particular is in need of assistance, in

cluding seeds. A recent multiagency assess

ment mission revealed that 75,000 persons in 

Twic County are in urgent need of relief food. 

However, May relief distributions by Operation 

Lifeline Sudan were severely curtailed by the 

Government's flight ban- since lifted - and 

the impassable conditions of many roads dur

ing the rainy season. WFP reports that only 

18 percent of planned food deliveries were 

possible in May. 
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. ,. · East Africa : . 

Kenya 
Across much of Kenya, above-average rainfall in April 

was followed by uncharacteristically dry weather in 

May. If dry conditions continue in June, maize yields 
will be low in some areas, leaving the country with a 

significant maize deficit for the long-rains season. 
Because of reductions in area planted, maize pro
duction will probably be at least 10 percent below 

average. 
The dry spell touched all long-rains agricultural 

areas except Western and Coast Provinces, Kericho 
District in Rift Valley Province, and the more elevated, 
highly productive districts of Nyanza Province, where 
crops are in good condition (figure 4). In most of the 

affected areas, the maize crop can recover if rains 
pick up in June. In the important Rift Valley maize
producing districts of Nandi, Nakuru, Uasin Gishu, 

and Trans Nzoia, however, early planted maize will 
have lower yields because dry conditions prevented 
farmers from applying fertilizer at the appropriate 

time. 
In the less elevated areas of Mwingi, Makueni, 

and Kitui Districts in Eastern Province, drought stress 

has been harsh enough that a significant reduction 
in output is likely, especially for late-planted maize. 
Farm households in these districts are already de

pendent on outside assistance, and they will require 
continued support if production is significantly 

below average. 
Although it has not rained in the northern and 

eastern pastoral districts since the first week of May, 
pastures and water availability remain good. Maize 

prices have fallen following relief maize distributions 
by the Government of Kenya and by nongovern
mental organizations, and livestock prices have risen 

as pastoralists offer fewer and healthier animals for 
sale.Terms of trade for pastoralists thus continue to 
improve. 

In the southern pastoral districts of Narok and Ka
jiado, the weather has been unfavorable and pasture 

conditions are poor. Goat and cattle prices are less 
than one-half and one-fourth their respective aver
age levels, which has greatly reduced pastoralists' 
purchasing power. 

Although there has been a clear improvement in 
conditions in some pastoral areas, recovery from 

droughts in the three previous seasons is far from 
complete, and ongoing relief interventions are still 

warranted. 

Uganda 
A 5-week break in the first-season rains has height

ened concerns about the already fragile food secu

rity situation in Uganda.Although late in starting, 

good rains from late March through April prompted 
widespread planting, regenerated pastures, replen-
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Kenya-Long-Rains 
Season Update 

fl Yield Losses Already 
Incurred 

June Rains Critical for Crops 

Poor Pasture Conditions 

agricultural activities. Nongovernmental organiza

tions estimate that the Districts' crop production is 
likely to be reduced by as much as 50 percent, in 

spite of good rainfall.WFP food assistance to 
195,000 displaced persons in those Districts is there

fore likely to be extended. 
In the east, which was hit by drought last year, 

households are consuming the bean and lowland 

maize harvest straight from the field. Consequently, 
those who extended their areas under cultivation in 

anticipation of good rains and profits from high ce
real prices will have neither seed nor resources for 
the next season. Prices for maize and beans across 
the country remain extremely high-about two 

and three times their seasonal norms, respectively. 

Rwanda 
As Rwanda's season B draws to a close, prospects for 

a good harvest are fading.An unexpectedly short 
cultivation period, combined with flooding, seed and 
tool shortages, a lack of manure, and problems inte-Pasture and Water Adequate 

II Crops in Good Condition Source: FEWS/Kenya grating returning refugees, will reduce overall crop 
._F_ig_ur_e_4 __________ F_ew_s_,_Ju_ne_1_9__,97 production. FEWS preharvest field visits corroborate 

ished lakes and renewed fishing opportunities, and 
enabled farmers to grow vegetables. Since the be-

'I ginning of May, however, the rains have been sparse 
or poorly distributed in the western Districts of Ka

sese and Masindi and in the areas hit by the 1996 
drought: the eastern Districts of lganga, Kamuli, 

Kumi, Pallisa, Soroti, and Tororo and the northeastern 
Districts ofKotido and Moroto.Maize,a principal 
crop in lganga, Kamuli, Masindi, and Kasese, is cur

rently tasseling-a stage when continued moisture 
is critical. 

Without rain by late June, maize yields in these 
Districts could be reduced by as much as 40 percent, 
which would hurt both farmers and rural and urban 

consumers,whose diets are increasingly based on 
maize. In addition, with the increasing importance of 
maize as an export crop to neighboring countries, a 
decline in production is likely to lead to reduced 
food security throughout the Great Lakes region as 

well as a decline in Uganda's foreign exchange 
earnings. 

Other crops and areas are less threatened by the 
dry spell. While early sown millet and sorghum were 

affected by drought in the east, later planted fields 
may still produce a good crop. Maize that has not yet 
reached the tasseling stage-for example, in the im
portant maize-growing District of Kapchorwa-is 

still viable, as are most beans, which have either 

formed pods or already been harvested.The dryness 
has not yet hurt pasture or water conditions. 

Intensified rebel activities in the northern Dis-

tricts of Gulu and Kitgum have severely hampered 

reports from the Government of Rwanda, FAO, and 

WFP that cereal yields will be below normal in most 
locations. The southern Prefectures of Butare, Gikon

goro, and Kibuye were hit particularly hard by flood
ing, which has led to reduced yields of sweet 
potatoes, cereals, and pulses. 

The return of roughly 1 .5 million refugees to 
Rwanda from the Democratic Republic of the Congo 
(fonnerly Zaire) and Tanzania between November 

1996 and May 1997 has increased pressure on the 
market supply of staples. Land disputes have pre
vented many returnees from cultivating, especially in 

Ruhengeri and Kibungo Prefectures.The distribution 
of agricultural inputs, such as seeds and tools, was 
limited by a general lack of experience among local 
administrations in managing complex humanitarian 
interventions. FAO and WFP will conduct a post
harvest assessment of the extent and impact of sea

son B production deficits in late June. Returnees and 
other vulnerable groups will continue to need well
targeted food aid, but the Government of Rwanda 
and the United Nations have identified agricultural 
inputs as the highest priority for the majority of 

them. 
Food prices remain very high, and the national 

food committee does not expect them to drop sig

nificantly with the coming harvest. In addition to low 

crop production and increased demand by re
turnees, insecurity in western and northern 
Rwanda-areas that normally produce food 

surpluses-is impeding the flow of commodities to 
markets. Disruptions in neighboring countries are 

also contributing to food price increases. Poorly dis-
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El Nino-Southern Oscillation-Impact on Weather in Africa 

Researchers are developing several long-range weather forecasting tools, many of 

which are based on El Nino-Southern Oscillation (ENSO), which is a cyclical pattern in

volving the weather and the oceans. If such forecasts prove reliable, they would be quite 

valuable in providing early warning of drought. 

Fueled by solar energy, the Earth's oceans and atmosphere follow a cyclical pattern of 

change. Sunshine warms the ocean waters each day, and during periods when all of this 

heat is not lost overnight, the waters begin to warm very slowly. The warming ocean waters, 

particularly in the large Pacific Ocean basin, warm the air, causing it to rise, eventually lead

ing to changes in global atmospheric circulation patterns (figure 5). The warm air over the 

ocean increases evaporation, resulting in cloudiness and rainfall that block the sunshine and 

eventually lead to cooling of the waters. After ocean temperatures cool to normal levels, the 

atmosphere also returns to previous circulation patterns, completing the ENSO cycle. 

Weather patterns in many parts of the world appear to be related to different phases of 

the ENSO cycle, and one of the stronger relationships is between the warm-ocean phase of 

the ENSO cycle (El Nino) and drought in southern Africa.Warm episodes beginning in April 

or May have a particularly strong relationship with drought in this area. Relationships to 
weather patterns in other parts of Africa are less clear, although there is a tendency for wet

ter weather in east Africa during a warm ENSO phase and there are some indications that a 

severe warm event is related to drought in western Africa. 

NOAA has now issued an ENSO advisory that a warm event is developing. Having started 

in the April-May period and having developed quite rapidly, this may be one of the source: FEWS 
stronger episodes. FEWS and other groups are monitoring this event carefully to track its ~F-ig_u_re_5 __________________ FE_w_s,_Ju_n_e_19_9~7 

development and determine its likely effect on weather and crops. 

tributed rains and below-normal production in 

Uganda have limited food exports from that country, 

while food deficits in eastern Democratic Republic of 

the Congo are drawing food out of Rwanda through 

markets in the border towns of Gisenyi and 

Cyangugu. 

Tanzania 
Tanzania's Ministry of Agriculture and Cooperatives 

released its preliminary crop production forecast in 

May, estimating total gross food production at 

6.5 million MT: 3.4 million MT of cereals and 3.1 mil

lion MT of noncereals. With estimated total annual 

food requirements of7.1 million MT.Tanzania thus 
expects a 523,()()()..MT food deficit in the 1997 /98 

marketing year.This is a substantial food deficit com

pared with the national food surplus of 430,000 MT 

in the 1996/97 marketing year.The deficit stems 

largely from the late start of the rains, which resulted 

in reductions in area planted, and a midseason dry 

spell. Commercial imports will cover some of the 

deficit, but food aid imports may be necessary for re

lief interventions in Dodoma, Lindi, Shinyanga, Sin

gida, Tabora,and parts of Morogoro and Mwanza 

Regions, which suffered important maize and rice 

crop losses. Harvesting has begun in these areas, so 

food availability is adequate in the short term.As

sessments are necessary to identify populations who 

will need outside assistance between September 

and the ~ext harvest, between March and 

June 1998. 
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Above-average May rainfall provided needed 

moisture for pastures and late-plarited crops in 

northern Tanzania. Most cereal crops are at the grain

filling stage or at maturity. Harvest prospects are 

good in Arusha, Kilimanjaro, Morogoro, Tanga, and 

parts of Kagera, Mara, and Mwanza Regions. These 

areas experienced a very poor vuli (short rains) sea

son this year, so a good masika (long rains) harvest 

should improve their food security. Food access has 

already improved with increased availability of green 

maize from the early planted fields. 

In western and southern Tanzania, May rainfall 

was average. Harvesting of the early planted crops 

continued during the month. Other crops have 

reached the stage where they are less vulnerable to 

drought stress, so the harvest looks promising in 

these important maize-growing areas. 

Food prices fell in May but remained higher than 

at the same time last year.The price decline reflected 

increased supplies with the continued release of pri

vate and Government stocks and the arrival of the 

new harvest on the market. 

Southern Africa 

Zimbabwe 
In Zimbabwe, harvesting of most crops is complete 

and marketing has begun. In its final crop forecast, 

the Government has revised its estimate of maize 

production up by 7.7 percent, to 2.2 million MT,and 

its estimate of total cereal production to 

2.4 million MT, which is above the 10-year average. 

Carryover stocks raise the total maize available for 

the 1997 /98 consumption year to an estimated 

2.8 million MT-well above Zimbabwe's annual 

consumption requirement of 1.9 million MT.This 

may encourage the Government to consider maize 

exports of 250,000 to 300,000 MT, which would still 

allow it to maintain a strategic reserve at or above 

the targeted level of 500,000 MT. 

By most measures, food security conditions now 

are probably as good as at any time in recent years, 

but this may be severely tested in the coming sea

son by the development of an El Nino-Southern Os

cillation event. There appears to be a strong 

association between the occurrence of an El Nino
Southern Oscillation event in the May-,September 

period and poorer-than-normal rainfall in Zim

babwe in the following December-February period 
(see box above). 

The regional Drought Monitoring Center, the 

Southern Africa Development Community-FAG Re

gional Remote Sensing Center, and FEWS will meet 

this month to review the information available and 

to consider contingency plans. Under the current cir

cumstances, the new drought management and 

mitigation policies that the Government of Zim

babwe is now considering become even more im
portant. One positive factor is that the country's 
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major reservoirs are now above 87 percent of capac- cereals-primarily white maize-during the mar-

ity, which is sufficient to meet most human and irri- keting year for the national strategic reserve. It plans 

gation needs through the next year. to purchase most of these cereals locally and to ro

Zambia 

In Zambia, the Ministry of Agriculture, Food and Fish

eries has announced the crop and input marketing 

arrangements for the 1997 /98 marketing season, 

which began on May 1. Continuing its policy from 

the previous season, the Government will not pro

vide marketing credit and trade finance to private 

traders (as it had during the 1994/95 and 1995/96 

seasons). It will also continue its policy of not provid

ing fertilizer to farmers on credit, in order to encour

age private sector involvement. While the private 

sector has shown that it can supply fertilizer on a 

timely basis, sales have been slow, in part because 

farmers were used to purchasing inputs on credit. 

Import requirements for the marketing year are 

estimated at 272,000 MT of maize,49,000 MT of 

wheat, and 5,000 MT of rice.The figures for wheat 

and rice are in the normal range; Zambia usually 

meets much of its consumption needs for these ce

reals through commercial imports.The size of the 

maize import requirement is primarily attributable 

to reduced yields due to excessive rainfall during the 

season; in good production years Zambia can be a 

net exporter of maize.The maize import require

ment is not considered to be a cause for concern, be

cause the private sector has in the past 

demonstrated its capacity to import substantial 

quantities of maize through commercial channels. 

Since the end of May, the Department of Market

ing and Cooperatives has issued no new maize ex

port permits, although previously issued permits 

remain valid.The Food Reserve Agency has an

nounced that it intends to purchase 60,000 MT of 

tate stocks by releasing the existing inventory of 

about 12,000 MT to the market later in the season, 

as prices increase. 

Malawi 

Rural households in Malawi continue to harvest 

crops from the 1996/97 season. Most household

produced food supplies should last through 

September or October, when farmers will turn in

creasingly to market purchasing. Income from cash 

crops and off-farm income-generating activities 

should provide most households with adequate 

purchasing power to cover their consumption needs 

through the next harvest in early 1998. 

Maize prices have fallen steadily since March, but 

May prices were 30 percent higher than in May 

1996, reflecting this year's estimated 27-percent 

drop in maize production compared with last year. 

In Karonga Central and South Extension Planning 

Areas (Karonga Agricultural Development Division in 

northern Malawi), where drought destroyed much 

of the maize crop, limited food distributions later this 

year will provide relief to the most affected 

households. 

Mozambique ., 
Maize prices continued to fall across most of Mo

zambique during May. At the end of the month, 

prices in Maputo markets were about the same as at 

the same time last year. Real prices, taking into ac

count inflation of approximately 16 percent per year, 

were actually below last year's prices. 

The decline in real cereal prices favors urban 

dwellers, increasing their purchasing power, and it 

could lead to increased food consumption, particu

larly for the poorest strata. Conversely, the price de

cline has probably had a negative impact on rural 

households, particularly those producing a surplus 

for the market. Poorer rural households may experi

ence a decline in nutritional status, because their 

ability to diversify their consumption with purchased 

food items will be impaired. Households may also 

choose to switch their production away from food 

crops to industrial crops, such as cotton and tobacco. 

Agricultural production continues to increase as 

more people return to the land. Increases in produc

tion are due more to an increase in the cultivated 

area (up 5.5 percent over previous season) than to 

increases in yield. Outside of a few commercial ven

tures producing cash crops, input use is very low. 

Smallholders generally save seed from one season 

to the next and make little use or fertilizer or animal 

traction. 
Despite the good main-season harvest at the na

tional level, several areas will require assistance, pri

marily in the form of seeds, for the second season, 

which has now begun.Second-season production, 

which is concentrated in the northern half of the 

country, is primarily limited to noncereal crops, such 

as vegetables and beans, and is generally regarded 

as being more vulnerable to pests and diseases than 

the main-season cereal crop. 

Corrections 
In the May FEWS bulletin's article on Somalia, the map 

(figure 1) and the text should have placed Gode in 

Ethiopia.Also, the text should have stated that the Euro

pean Union food aid was for sale rather than for free 

distribution. 
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The Sahel i11,~:~,'1fE!i»l 
Living on the Edge 

The Sahel- the southern "shore" of the Sa

hara Desert- stretches across West Africa, 
including substantial portions of Senegal, 
Mauritania, Mali, Burkina Faso, Niger, and Chad 
(figure 1 ). These countries occupy an area 
about two-thirds the size of the continental 
United States. Their 50 million inhabitants 
share a common biophysical and economic en

vironment, including extremely variable agri
cultural conditions that have led to 
intermittent and often severe food insecurity, 
periods of hunger, loss of assets, and disruptive 
migrations of people and livestock. Written 

and oral accounts describe several serious 
famines each century, caused by drought, lo
custs, and floods. The droughts of 1973/74 and 
1984 are stamped in recent memory as times 

of great hardship and famine. 
The Sahelian countries' chronic vulnerability 

to food insecurity can be traced to several 
causes. About 80 percent of their total cereal 

needs are met by local production, usually 
under very difficult growing conditions. Low 
rainfall, infertile soils, and underdeveloped 

marketing channels make for a risky agricul
tural environment and low yields. Facing un
steady prices for their products, farmers have 
been reluctant to invest in productivity

enhancing inputs, instead meeting their 
household food needs by bringing new-and 
often marginal-lands under cultivation. Ac
cording to FAO, total food production in Sahe
lian countries grew by an impressive 

70 percent from 1961 to 1996, but it lagged 
behind the population, which doubled, causing 
food production per capita to decline approxi
mately 30 percent during the same period. 

Unable to grow all the food they require, 
Sahelian countries obtain the remaining 
20 percent from outside sources. Their ability 
to buy food on international markets, however, 

is compromised by the same factors that limit 
their ability to produce food: difficult agricul

tural conditions. Because they are highly de
pendent on the agricultural sector (farming, 

animal husbandry, hunting, and fishing) for 
employment, gross domestic product, and ex

port revenues, their incomes remain extremely 

low. Gross domestic product per capita, for ex

ample, ranges from US$177 in Chad to US$575 
in Senegal, and has stagnated in real terms 
over the past decade. On the UN Development 
Program's Human Development Index, which 
ranks countries in terms of life expectancy, ed
ucation, and income, Sahelian countries fall in 

the bottom 15 percent of the 17 4 countries 
ranked, the highest being Mauritania (149th) 

and the lowest being Niger (174th). 
Given that poor agricultural conditions cur

tail the ability to produce and to buy food, 
observers wonder whether the Sahelian coun

tries can attain food security in the foreseeable 
future. 

Resource Base 
The defining feature of the Sahelian resource 
base is its climate, which is hot, dry, and un
reliable for rain-fed agriculture. Over the 
70 years for which data are available, rainfall in 
the Sahelian countries appears to have fol

lowed a cyclical pattern (figure 2), with a rela
tively wet period during the 1950's and 1960's 
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followed by a drier one in the 1970's and 
1980's. Recently, rainfall has appeared to be 
again increasing. Even so, the variability be
tween seasons can be very high, subjecting 

farmers to a great deal of uncertainty. 
Rainfall also varies from north to south, giv

ing rise to the agroclimatic zones defined in 
figure 1. North of the 200-mm annual rainfall 
line lies the desert (Saharan) zone, virtually de
void of vegetation except in a few oases. Im

mediately south of the desert lies the pastoral 
(Sahelo-Saharan) zone, receiving enough rain 
to support grasses, but not crops, except in 
seasonally flooded areas. Away from water
ways, farmers plant crops as far north as rain

fall and soils permit, defining the northern 
limit of cultivation. In the driest reaches of the 
crop zone (the Sahelian zone), only short-cycle 
varieties of millet survive. Where annual rain

fall exceeds 400 mm (the Sudano-Sahelian 
zone), farmers plant both millet and sorghum, 
and where it exceeds 800 mm (the Sudanian 

zone), they diversify further into maize and 
cotton. 

KM 

Annual 
Rainfall 

Source: FEWS 
· FEWS, June 1997 



Low rainfall makes most of the 

5.3 million km2 covered by the Sahelian coun

tries inhospitable to agriculture. In addition, 

soils in many areas lack the phosphorus, nitro
gen, organic matter, and water retention ca

pacity necessary for cultivation. Between the 
poor soils and the low rainfall, FAO estimates 

that only 4 percent of the land in these coun
tries is suitable for crops. At the other extreme, 

64 percent is completely unsuitable. Most of 
the population lives between the two 

extremes-on the 32 percent of the land that 
FAO considers marginally suitable for rain-fed 
agriculture-using it for crops, pasture, and 

_fuelwood. 

Attempts To Improve Agriculture 
When the Sahel was less populated than it is 
today, the people living there depended on 
mobility to cope with their harsh environ

ment. As a field's soils became depleted, the 
farmers would let it lie fallow while cultivating 
other fields. In marginal areas, where condi

tions could vary greatly even across small dis
tances, a household would often farm many 
scattered fields to spread its risk of crop fail

ure. Whole farming villages would clear fresh 
lands every generation or so. Livestock raising, 
too, was based on mobility, as h~rders mi

grated in search of seasonal water and 

pastures. 
Over the past 25 years, both human and 

animal populations have grown rapidly-at 
average annual rates of 2.6 and 1 percent, re
spectively. As a result, mobility has given way 
to more permanent cultivation and restric

tions on animal movements. Due to the 
scarcity of unused arable land, farmers have 
reduced or eliminated fallow periods and ex
tended cultivation into marginal areas that 

harl been reserved for pastures and forests. 
The resulting loss of pasture and firewood has 
led farmers to use their crop residues for ani-

Average Trans-Sahelian 
Annual Total Rainfall 

800 , 

-t,· ; .. 
soo- ~-- Long-TermAverage 

~ - 82-YearCyclicalPattem · ~ 
- Annual Total Rainfall "'· ' • 

400 ,,,; !,,, n1 n,1,1,1 ,,n.,,, .. ,u,n1n1n1,n 1,1n,, .11ir) 1,,1111rn•,1,1,1 l 

Figure 2 
Source: FEWS 

FEWS, June 1997 

mal feed and cooking, and as the trees, 
bushes, and crop residues that helped to an
chor the soils have been depleted, wind and 

water erosion have carried away topsoil. 
Hopes for a green revolution across the 

Sahel have faded as numerous factors have 
combined to discourage farmers from invest

ing in yield-enhancing inputs in many areas. 
The foremost factor is the lack of a reliable 
supply of moisture. Yield increases sufficient to 
cover the cost of improved seed varieties, fer

tilizers, and pesticides require a dependable 
and adequate supply of water. Without water, 
such investments are more likely to be un

profitable and to result in lower returns than 
planting the traditional drought-tolerant seed 
varieties with no purchased inputs. Another 

reason why farmers have hesitated to adopt 
productive agronomic packages is that few of 
the packages available from other parts of the 

world, including those for millet and sorghum, 
have been immediately suited to Sahelian 

growing conditions. 
The economic and institutional context sur

rounding farmers has also discouraged them 
from adopting high-yielding technologies. 
During the first two decades after independ
ence, Sahelian governments-with the sup-
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port of donors and following then-current 

models of development-viewed agriculture 

as a source of investment capital for other, 

modern sectors of the economy. Investment 
was directed away from agriculture while 

farmers were taxed by low official cereal 
prices, marketing restrictions on both agricul
tural inputs and produce, and increasingly 
overvalued currencies. Combined with export 

subsidies from trading partners, this economic 
environment generally favored imports over 
exports and urban consumers over rural pro

ducers. Among the persistent institutional 
weaknesses were poor distribution mecha-

. nisms for credit, fertilizers, and pesticides and 
insecurity over property rights, especially 

around urban areas. 
Starting in the early 1980's, Sahelian coun

tries started to remove the bias against agri
culture and to reduce their interference in 
their economies. Over the course of the next 

decade, grain parastatals and marketing 
boards declined in importance while govern

ments, with international assistance, devel
oped market information and early warning 

systems. Civil service positions were cut and 
new sources of tax revenue were established. 
Although these reforms were sweeping, the 
Sahelian countries' success was limited by the 

increasing overvaluation of their currencies. In 
early 1994, the reforms were complemented 

by a SO-percent devaluation of the CFA franc 
relative to the French franc, a move accompa
nied by debt reduction for most of the Sahel

ian countries. More recently, some 
governments have become more democratic, 
providing farmers with opportunities to influ
ence agricultural policies (see box at bottom 
left). 

Agricultural Responsiveness 
Sahelian farmers have been very responsive to 
changes in their physical and economic condi
tions. In areas where water is available, they 
have responded to administrative and eco

nomic reforms by intensifying input use to 
raise yields. Intensification has occurred south 
of the 800-mm rainfall line and where irriga

tion is possible along the great waterways of 
the Sahel (figure 1 ). In the more arid regions to 

the north of the 800-mm rainfall line, farmers 
are starting to focus on soil conservation and 

reclamation techniques. 
Examples of intensification in the wetter re

gions include adoption of new seed varieties, 
fertilizers, animal traction, and small-scale irri

gation technologies. Agronomic research has 

contributed to impressive increases in maize 
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Yield Gains in Irrigated 
Rice in Mali 

ing liberalization of paddy marketing and 

processing, land tenure security, road con

struction, and a "new partnership" with farm

ers). Flooding in 1994 caused a temporary 

kets for agricultural inputs and outputs. In the 

semiarid regions, where rainfall variability is 

high and returns from purchased inputs are 

limit ed, farmers will continue to derive their 

setback, but rice farmers continued to improve food security from low-input agriculture and 

yields in response to the more attractive prices nonagricultural sources of income. 

that followed the 1994 CFA franc devaluation. 

In the drier areas of the Sahelian countries, Access to Food Through Markets 

Source: Office du Niger, 
Niono and Macina Cercles 

Figure 3 FEWS, June 1997 

yields in parts of Mali, Senegal, and Burkina in 

the last 15 years by breeding short-cycle vari

eties that are more resistant to drought. When 

Malian farmers have applied fertilizer to the 

new varieties, they have enjoyed a near 

tripling in maize yields, and they have re

sponded by planting 10 times more land to 

maize. Improved millet cultivars are being 

adopted in the peanut basin of Senegal, and 

improved cotton cultivars, used in conjunction 

with chemical fertilizers and pesticides, are 

contributing to yield gains in Burkina and 

Mali. In the latter case, animal traction has 

helped farmers to increase yields further by 

enabling them to cultivate the heavier, often 

richer, soils and by relieving labor bottlenecks 

at key points during the growing season. Small 

dikes constructed in the depressions between 

dunes alongside Lake Chad (polders) and in 

seasonal riverbeds (wadis) have provided 

enough moisture to double wheat yields. 

These success stories are all similar in that 

each depends on a minimal level of soil mois

ture. But there are many other factors involved 

in encouraging intensification . For example, 

farmers' adoption of yield-enhancing tech

nologies for staple food crops (such as maize) 

is most likely where there are important syner

gies with cash crops (such as peanuts or cot

ton). Institutional and economic factors are . 

also important. Irrigated rice produc t ion has 

increased steadily in Mali since the liberaliza-

north of the 800-mm rainfall line and away 

from rivers, adoption of yield -enhancing tech

nologies remains low. In these areas, farmers 

have increased crop production by expanding 

cultivated areas and shifting from sorghum to 

millet, which is more resistant to drought. 

Without a steady supply of water, millet and 

sorghum yields fluctuate widely (figure 4).To 

maintain yields, farmers are returning to tra

ditional techniques, such as contour dikes, 

bunds, and zay (planting pits), to conserve soil 

moisture, and manuring, crop residue manage

ment , and crop rotation to conserve soil fertil

ity. Based on the example set by numerous 

natural resource management projects, such 

as the Keita Project in Niger, farmers in sur

rounding areas are adopting such water- and 

soil-conserving techniques to recover their 

own eroded fields . 

The livestock sector has responded to 

changes in market conditions. The 1994".iCFA 

franc devaluation boosted the competitive

ness of Sahelian meat, especially in coastal 

West Africa, and led to a surge of cattle ex

ports. Sahelians appear to have cut back their 

own meat consumption in favor of exports. 

While continuing to direct sales toward the ex

port market, livestock owners are currently 

slowing their overall rate of offtake to permit 

restocking . The future effects of the devalua

tion will depend on the costs of producing 

and marketing animals relative to their prices 

in the coastal markets. The imported compo

nents of input costs-s uch as veterinary 

drugs, trucks, and fuel-have also increased 

due to the devaluation. The capacity of the 

livestock sector to respond to increased de

mand will also depend on the availability of 

tion of cereal markets and the rehabilitation of other inputs, such as water, pasture, and herd-

abandoned rice perimeters. The Office du 

Niger reports that between 1983 and 1994, 

the number of farmers participating in the irri 

gation scheme tripled,average paddy yields 

tripled (figure 3), and per capita paddy pro

duction nearly doubled. The World Bank attrib

utes these increases to technical factors 

ing labor. As the various sectors of the econ

omy continue to adjust to changing economic 

signals, the full effect of the devaluation re

mains unclear. 

Overall, measures are under way to correct 

the major institutional and technical disincen

t ives to increased agricultural production in 

(including better water management , better the Sahelian countries . The scope for agricul-

training, a better input supply system, and ap- tural intensification, however, is limited to 

propriate agricultural mechanization) as well areas having a source of moisture-eith er 

as institutional and economic factors (includ - from rain or from rivers- and access to mar-
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People's food security depends not only on 

what they can produce but also on what they 

can obtain through other means. Unable to 

produce all th e food that they need, Sahelians 

have diversified their income base in order to 

buy the foods that they cannot grow. Many 

households earn income not only from agri

culture but also from a wide variety of non

agricultural activities. Their strategy is outward 

looking , based primarily on mobility, trade, and 

diversification . They have built economic links 

both within their region - between the rural 

hinterland and the urban centers- and with 

the outside world. 

Trade and migration have a long and vi

brant history in the Sahel. In precolonial times, 

the region was a crossroads for grain, kola 

nuts, salt, gold, and palm oil moving between 

North and West Africa. Trading patterns 

changed substantially during the colonial 

period as the administrations built road net

works to move export commodities from the 

Sahelian interior to ports along the West 

African coast. Currently, the main external mar

kets for Sahelian products and labor lie to the 

south, along the West African coast (primarily 

Ghana, Nigeria, and Cote d'Ivoire) . Sahelian 

countries furnish labor and agricultural 

products-such as livestock, cowpeas, and 

cereals- and receive wage remittances and 

manufactured goods. Income from these 

sources contributes to food security and is 

particularly important during years of 

drought. 

Sorghum and Millet 
Yields in the Sahel 
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Figure 4 
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Historically, trade has furthered the 
growth of Sahelian cities as people have mi
grated to take advantage of the opportuni 
ties offered in the major trading centers. The 
growth of the public sector following in
dependence further accelerated the pace of 
urbanization. In the past decade, urban 
growth in Sahelian countries has averaged 
about 5.9 percent per year (versus 4.9 per
cent for sub-Saharan Africa as a whole), and 
cities have taken on an economic signifi
cance beyond their administrative role. By 
concentrating potential consumers, Sahelian 
urban centers encourage agricultural intensi
fication in periurban areas and give rise to a 
network of traders ready to move commodi
ties, including food, from surplus to deficit 
areas in response to price differences. 

Cities also attract rural labor, both sea
sonal and permanent. Typically, men come to 
the city after harvest, returning home in time 
for the next season's field preparation. Those 
who stay in the city may accumulate skills 
that allow them to move from jobs in the 
lower paying informal sector to better pay
ing formal sector. The remittances that rural 
migrants send home contribute to their 
households' food security by adding to and 
diversifying income sources. , 

Foreign Assistance 
When both local food production and com
mercial imports are insufficient, Sahelian 
countries rely on outside help. Foreign as
sistance to Sahelian countries has been quite 
substantial. According to the Club du Sahel, 
aid as share of gross domestic product in Sa
helian countries grew steadily from 1970 to 
1989 (from about 9 to 21 percent) and de
clined from 1990 to 1993 (to about 17 per
cent). In recent years, aid per capita has 
averaged about US$63 per year. In real terms, 
aid to the Sahelian countries grew by 
4.6 percent per year from the early 1970's to 
the mid-1990's, although the rate has de
clined somewhat in recent years. 

Foreign assistance contributes to food se
curity most noticeably when given as food 
aid in times of emergency, as it has been 
during the food crises of 1973/74, 1984, and 
this year. In addition to preventing starva
tion, food aid helps households to maintain 
their assets and thus their resiliency in sub
sequent years. Food aid may also encourage 
intensification by providing a safety net 
under farmers too poor to absorb the short
term risks associated with long-term 
investments. 
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:. Early Warning Systems 
. , 

Over the past 15 years,donors have helped Sahel-
ian countries to improve their capacity to moni

tor and understand the dynamics of f~od security 
within their borders and throughout the region. Go~
ernment extension and statistical services assemble 
measures of crop and livestock production; market in
formation systems collect and disseminate price infor
mation; early warning systems monitor food security; 
regional institutions, such as the Sahel Regional 

Agriculture, Hydrology, and Me,teorology Center , , .. 
(AGRHYMET) provide training and technical assistance 

Food aid, which was insignificant before 
the 1973/74 drought, rose to approximately 
12 percent of total foreign assistance and 
6 percent of total cereal availability by the 
end of the 1970's. As foreign assistance in
creased during the 1980's, food aid declined 
to 6 percent of total foreign assistance but 
remained at about the same level in relation 
to total cereal availability. During the 1990's, 
food aid has declined to about 3 percent of 
both total assistance and total cereal 
availability. 

Concerned that food aid could discourage 
local production and commercial imports, 
donors and Sahelian governments, acting 
through the Club du Sahel, drew up the Food 
Aid Charter in 1991 to formalize the informa
tion and criteria required for allocating food 
aid. Signatories to this set of principles 
agreed to reduce the disruption caused by 
untimely and unneeded food aid deliveries 
and to focus on nonfood alternatives for 
coping with drought-induced emergencies. 

Foreign aid has also contributed to food 
security by supporting the develop~ent of 
national early warning systems (see box 

· above). After the tragedy of the 1973/74 
drought and famine, Sahelian governments 
organized the Permanent Inter-State Com
mittee for Drought Control in the Sahel 
(CILSS). In recent years, the CILSS family of 
institution s has worked with member coun
tries to improve food security data and 
emergency management. When the equally 
severe 1984 drought struck, the countries 
were able to use timely infusions of food aid 
to avoid a repeat of the 1973/74 tragedy. 

The Coming Years 
The future of food security in the Sahel is un
certain. On the positive side, crop yields and 
production are increasing where conditions 
allow for intensification. Elsewhere, farmers 
are employing soil and water conservation. 

to national agricultural, hydrological, and meteorologi
cal services; and the lnstitut du Sahel studies regional 
demographic, economic, and food security issues. Taken 
together, such information helps governments and 
donors predict and assess crop production shortfalls, 
encourage the flow of food from surplus to deficit 
areas, and initiate disaster mitigation and relief meas
ures. Over the past few years, however, a phasing down 
of donor support has led to a decline in the q~antity 
and quality of information available for both early 
w~rning an~ development planning. 

The policy environment has also become 
more favorable for agriculture as govern
ments increasingly understand the need to 
encourage production and lessen risk. When 
production failures occur, credible early 
warning systems help guide government and 
donor responses. The possibility of an up
swing in the long-term climatic cycle, bring
ing greener days, is encouraging. In the 
meantime, Sahelians have diversified their 
income base beyond agriculture in order to 
have access to food in drought years. 

Will many Sahelians continue to live on 
the edge? Inhospitable climate and poor 
soils remain severe constraints on agricul
tural growth. Slow growth in the nonagricul
tural sectors of the economy further limits 
the range of opportunities available for the 
region's burgeoning population. Economic 
and democratic reforms are at an early stage 
and will require time and political will to 
consolidate. 

The food security of the Sahelian coun
tries will depend on whether they can build 
a sustainable agricultural and political foun
dation. Access to food, through both produc
tion and exchange, will continue to depend 
on the health of the agricultural sector, and 
development of that sector will depend on 
how well the political climate enables people 
to respond creatively to their environment 
and prospects. For natural, human, and finan
cial resources to be used productively, the 
newborn spirit of pluralism and openness 
must spread throughout the region. An es
sential element of that openness is the 
Sahel's continued integration into the West 
African coastal economy and, ultimately, the 
greater international economy. For the fore
seeable future, donor support will remain 
necessary, both to help develop the agricul
tural sector and to provide a safety net 
under the region's most vulnerable 
populations. 
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