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AFGHANISTAN Food Security Outlook  April to September 2011 
   

Beginning in April 2011, FEWS NET is transitioning to the Integrated Food Security Phase Classification’s (IPC) Household-based Acute 
Food Insecurity Reference Table, which is scheduled for release with IPC version 2.0 in July 2011. For more information see: 

www.fews.net/FoodInsecurityScale. 
 

In April and May, WFP and FEWS NET conducted a food security assessment in most of the country. This month’s Food Security Outlook is 
a special joint FEWS NET-WFP report based on these findings. 

 
 

• Prolonged onset and low cumulative rainfall in 2011 will 
lead to significant rainfed wheat crop losses, 
underperforming irrigated wheat crops, and poor pasture 
conditions in northern Afghanistan. Households 
dependent on rainfed crops and on-farm labor as a 
primary source of food and income will likely need 
assistance as early as the fall.   
 

• Households in the central highlands and Badakshan have 
not cultivated spring rainfed wheat crops because of 
abnormally dry conditions. Households are expected to 
confront food deficits in the early winter months.  

 
• Eastern Afghanistan is expected to have a better harvest 

than last year and high labor demand from ongoing 
development projects.  

 
 
Seasonal calendar and critical events 
 

 
 

Source: FEWS NET 

 
 
 

Figure 1. Current food security conditions, May 
2011 

 
Source: FEWS NET 

For more information on the IPC Acute Food Insecurity 
Reference table, please see www.fews.net/FoodInsecurityScale 
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Most likely food security scenario (April to September 2011) 
 
An abnormally poor 2011 wet season will lead to 
significant rainfed wheat crop losses, 
underperforming irrigated wheat crops, and poor 
pasture conditions in northern Afghanistan. 
Households who are solely dependent on rainfed 
crops or on-farm labor will likely face food deficits 
in early spring. Households living in the central 
highlands and the northeast are also experiencing 
dry conditions and have forgone cultivating spring 
rainfed wheat seeds, which will likely result in 
food deficits in early winter.  
 
Rain gauge derived rainfall estimates indicate that 
most of the country had an extremely late start to 
the rainy season with virtually no precipitation 
between October and January. Since mid-January, 
there has been moderate to heavy rainfall 
throughout most of the country. However, the 
cumulative rainfall is estimated to be generally 
below normal throughout the country. Because 
the rain gauges are poorly distributed throughout 
the country it is difficult to accurately assess how 
well the seasonal rainfall was spatially distributed. 
In late April and May, a critical time period for 
rainfed wheat, precipitation was low and 
temperatures were higher than normal, resulting 
in moisture stressed standing rainfed wheat crops 
in northern Afghanistan.  
 
Normalized differential vegetation index (NDVI) 
from April 23 to May 08, 2011 indicates that plant 
“vigor” is below normal this year. Figures 2 and 3 
show 2011 NDVI anomalies compared to the mean 
(2000 to 2009) and 2008, respectively. Compared 
to the mean, NDVI is showing moderate to strong 
negative anomalies in major wheat growing and 
pasture areas in the north. However, compared to 
2008, a year with poor wheat production, these same areas are showing positive anomalies, indicating healthier plants.   
 
A FEWS NET assessment team traveled to the northern and southeastern wheat growing provinces. The team confirmed 
that the irrigated crop conditions in the north are moderate (worse so in the northeastern provinces) and most of the 
rainfed wheat crops are in very poor condition with a possibility of localized crop failure. Southeastern rainfed crops are 
expected to be better compared to last year.  
 
WFP assessment teams traveling to the central highlands and western Afghanistan confirmed that there are also instances 
of dryness. However, food consumption deficits at the household level will be less compared to the northern rainfed zones 
because the contribution of local agricultural production to annual food consumption needs is considerably less in this 
region. Western Afghanistan agricultural production has also been affected, which will push poor households to a Stress 
situation (IPC phase 2).  However, given the last two consecutive good harvests, household coping strategies, and additional 
income earning opportunities from cross border trade, there will not likely be a need for emergency assistance with 
exception of Ghor province.         
 

Figure 2.  NDVI Anomaly: April 23 to May 08, 2011 minus mean 
(2000 to 2009) 

 
Source: USGS  

 
Figure 3. NDVI Anomaly: April 23 to May 08, 2011 minus 2008 

 
Source: USGS 
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Southern provinces also received poor rainfall, thereby forcing agricultural dependent households to rely more on the 
market for food rather than the three to four months of irrigate/rainfed harvest they normally receive this time of year. 
Despite the anticipated poor crop, households are expected to still meet their food needs as households primarily rely on 
remittances sent from migrant workers in Iran and the Gulf countries. Those households without the support of 
remittances will likely be Stressed (IPC Phase 2). The nomadic population currently in the south may be at risk of acute food 
insecurity because of anticipated pasture access issues in the central highlands. The situation is being monitored.   
 
Ongoing wheat harvest surveys conducted by MAIL, with the support of FAO, are expected to find significantly below-
normal wheat crop harvest. Preliminary estimates from the survey are expected to be released in early June.  
 
In anticipation of a poor wheat harvest, wheat prices in northern Afghanistan increased by 40-50 percent in late April, while 
other markets remained stable but at a higher level than last year. A majority of the wheat flour in the Afghan markets are 
either from Kazakhstan or Pakistan. The most recent export price information indicates that wheat prices are beginning to 
decrease. The volatility of wheat prices observed in the north is likely to be due to the anticipated poor domestic harvest.  
 
 
The most likely scenario for April through September 2011 is based on the following assumptions.  
 

• The 2011 wheat harvest will be significantly lower than normal, with most crop losses occurring in rainfed areas in 
the north, central, and western provinces.  

• Most grazing pastures are in poor condition in the north and south, which will likely lead to poor animal conditions 
and lower animal prices.   

• On-farm labor demand and wages are expected to be lower than normal in the north. Excess labor supply will put 
downward pressure on off-farm labor wages. 

• Kazakhstan and Pakistan wheat production will be at normal to above-normal and imported wheat will continue to 
meet Afghan market demands throughout the outlook period.  

• While wheat supplies in the market will be sufficient, wheat prices are expected to remain higher than normal 
during the outlook period. This is mainly due to the anticipated poor harvest, excess transportation costs, and 
higher wheat prices in regional and global export markets.  

• Future military operation and security situation will not lead to excessive displacement and market disruptions as 
in past years.  

• Remittances sent from labor migrants in Iran and Gulf countries are expected to remain normal.  
 
Northern Afghanistan  
 
After benefitting from two consecutive years of good harvests, most households in the northern grain basket of Afghanistan 
are currently not experiencing acute food insecurity (IPC Phase 1). In addition to building wheat stocks that have lasted 
most households throughout the 2011 lean season (January to May), households were also able to earn more income than 
normal from excess labor demand, high wages, and high wheat prices to sell in the market. However, due to the poor 
performance of the 2011 wet season, households in the Kunduz-Baghlan High Cereal Production Zone, Northern Rainfed 
Mixed Farming Zone, Northern Intensive Irrigated Agricultural Zone, and Northwest Agro-pastoral Zone are expected to 
have poor pastures and face lower than normal wheat production this year, particularly in rainfed cropping areas. 
 
The northeast (Takhar, Kunduz and Baghlan) grain producing provinces consist of both irrigated and rainfed crops. 
Generally, there was enough irrigation water to meet this year’s crop needs, with the exception of some localized irrigated 
wheat farms located far from major water sources. The irrigated wheat harvest is expected to be normal to slightly below 
normal this year. However, the rainfed wheat crops are suffering from moisture stress that will likely result in significantly 
below-normal harvests.  
 
The harvest prospects in the northwest (Balkh, Samangan, Sari Pul, Jawzjan, and Faryab) are lower than in the northeast, 
where rainfed crops are more predominant than irrigated crops. Farmers in this area expect this year’s irrigated harvest to 
be well below normal and rainfed crops to be very low or possibly failing. Unlike in the northeast, there was a shortage of 
irrigation water supply. Some villages in Dar-i-Sup Payen have already migrated due to the lack of drinking water.  
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In addition, pastures are also in poor condition. As a result, 
livestock in the northeast and northwest have begun to 
deteriorate. This comes at a critical time as animals are typically 
giving birth in the spring. Because households are unable to care 
for the animals, there has been a trend of distressed livestock 
sales which has lowered the selling price of animals by 30 – 50 
percent. Some households with large herds are attempting to 
transport livestock to areas in the central highlands and northeast 
mountains. 
 
As a result of the poor harvest, on-farm labor demand and wages 
are expected to be lower than normal, forcing poor households to 
seek income earning opportunities elsewhere. Consequently, the 
surplus labor will likely put downward pressure on wages in major 
northern cities and possibly elsewhere. In anticipation of a poor 
harvest, prices for wheat in late April and May increased by 40-50 
percent. However, wheat flour supplies in the market, which 
mainly comes from Kazakhstan, are at normal levels. During the 
outlook period, prices are expected to continue to have some level 
of volatility in the short term but eventually stabilize at a level that 
is higher than last year during the outlook period.   
 
Food stocks for households who are solely dependent on rainfed 
crops and on-farm labor are expected to run low in the coming 
months, at which time these households will begin to rely on the 
market for most of their food needs. The combination of reduced 
labor wages (30 – 60 percent) and 100 percent increase in wheat 
prices will diminish the terms of trade between labor and wheat 
for poor households. What income was earned from distressed 
animals sales will not likely contribute significantly to households’ 
income.  Most of these households are expected to be Stressed 
(IPC Phase 2) until August or September as mild coping strategies will allow them to meet their food needs. However late in 
the outlook period households are expected to be in Crisis (IPC Phase 3) as they exhaust most of their coping capacity and 
require assistance to meet their foods needs. For rainfed dependent and labor dependent households, spring will 
essentially be the beginning of the lean season and progressively become more sever throughout the winter, reaching its 
peak between February and April.  
 
Central Highlands and Badakshan 
 
From April to August, most households in the central highlands (Day Kundi, Bamyan and northern district of Wardak 
province) and Badakshan primarily depend on the market to purchase wheat and other staple foods. Internal and external 
construction labor is the typical source of income for poor households living in this area. Local labor demand this year is 
expected to be normal with an observed increase in wages, which is expected to bode well as wheat prices have increased 
in the past few months. In April, wheat prices in Faisalabad were more than 30 percent higher than the same period as last 
year.  
 
Although it is early in the season to register in the NDVI products for pasture, WFP field teams observed good pasture 
conditions during field assessment in April. This will likely give local livestock herders and agro-pastoralists a competitive 
advantage for rearing animals as pastures in other parts of Afghanistan have not developed as well because of the 
prolonged dryness. However, there is a threat that these pastures will be over grazed as herders from other parts of the 
country will likely want to move some portion of their animals to these pastures. Early signs of a dispute have already 
occurred as southern nomadic populations who normally access central highland pastures are expected to be challenged by 
local residents. The situation is being monitored.  
 

Figure 4. Most-likely food security scenario, April to 
June, 2011 

 
Source: FEWS NET 

 
Figure 5. Most-likely food security scenario, July 
to September 2011 

                                                                                                                    
Source: FEWS NET 
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In April and May, households typically prepare land and plant spring wheat which is harvested between August and 
October. However, because of the predominantly dry conditions this year, households have not prepared land as they 
normally do. Nonetheless, potato harvest in intensive irrigated zones in Bamyan province looks optimistic.   While the size 
of the wheat harvest is relatively limited, the potato harvest (irrigated and rainfed) is large and can make almost half of the 
national potato production in a good year. Both harvests are an important source of food and income before winter. With 
poor wheat harvests this year, households will likely be unable to meet their food needs during the late fall and throughout 
the winter.  Between April and September, households living in this area are not expected to experience acute food 
insecurity (IPC Phase 1). However, after September households will become Stressed (IPC Phase 2) followed by Crisis (IPC 
Phase 3) later in the fall.  
 
Eastern Afghanistan 
 
In contrast to the northern grain belt of Afghanistan, agricultural prospects in eastern Afghanistan (Kunar, Nangarhar, 
Laghman, Parwan, and Kapisa) are good. The 2011 rainfed wheat outlook is much better than last year, when rainfed wheat 
failed to grow, particularly in Kunar province. Irrigated wheat harvests in the region are also expected to be in the normal to 
above-normal range. While a good harvest is encouraging, this region still depends on wheat imports from Pakistan to meet 
aggregate demand.  
 
Compared to the same period last year, food prices increased by 29 percent, daily wages have increased by 30 percent, and 
livestock prices have increased by 30 percent (WFP), which indicates a positive but insufficient development for income 
generation. Labor migration to Pakistan from this area has decreased and local labor opportunities have increased. For 
example, 6,300 laborers work per day in rehabilitating the Saalar Canal in Kunar province, 1,000 laborers work per day to 
build a retaining wall along rivers in Khas Kunar, and 3,000 laborers work per day for Parwan provincial reconstruction 
teams.  In addition, the substantial part of the Afghan National Army and Afghan National Police come from this region, 
which serves as an important source of income for households living in this area.  
 
Communities that were affected by severe floods last year are recovering. However, the destruction of the Kuz Kunar bridge 
in Nangarhar province still poses a threat for the local community. There have been several instances of children being 
injured or dying while crossing the bridge and vegetable farmers have problems accessing larger markets to sell their 
products. Left unresolved, the bridge is at risk of completely falling into the Kunar River, thereby diverting water into 
agricultural fields along the banks.  
 
The security situation continues to deteriorate in eastern provinces. Households whose members work for the government 
of Afghanistan or aid agencies are forced to migrate to urban areas to avoid being targeted. Additionally, 300 households of 
Pakistan refugee have resettled in Kunar province. Assuming that there are no additional shocks, eastern Afghanistan is 
expected to meet their food needs and will likely not experience food insecurity (IPC Phase 1).  
 
 
Table I: Less likely events over the next six months that could change the above scenarios 

Area Event Impact on food security outcomes 
Northern Afghanistan Implemented assistance 

programs  
 

If additional assistance reaches rainfed and on-farm labor dependent 
households in the north, then food needs will likely be met and 
households will be Stressed (IPC Phase 2). 

National Pakistan and Kazakhstan wheat 
production and commodity flows 
(including fuel) fall short of 
demand 

In the event that Pakistan or Kazakhstan wheat does not make it to 
Afghanistan markets then there will likely be a shortage that will be 
difficult to make-up. Prices will likely rise and poor households will be 
in worse condition. Additionally, if there are further fuel blockades 
then commodity prices in the central highlands are expected to rise.  

National Summer flooding Afghanistan has experienced atypical flooding in the past two years, 
which was triggered by the Indian monsoon. If additional flooding 
takes place in the summer 2011, particularly in those areas which 
suffered from poor harvests, this will further deteriorate food security 
conditions.   
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South Security deterioration  In the current scenario, we anticipate a normal level of displacement. 
However, if the violence increases acute food security conditions in 
southern Afghanistan may deteriorate further.    

South-Central Highlands Decreased Remittance  In the event that remittances from labor migrants in Iran or Gulf 
countries decrease, food security outcomes for southern Afghanistan 
may deteriorate further. 

Central Highlands Decreased Labor Demand  In the event that internal and external construction labor demand 
decreases abnormally, households will be unable to earn enough 
income to access food in the market.  


