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SUMMARY AND IMPLICATIONS 
The March to May period constitutes an important rainfall season for several agricultural, agro-
pastoral and pastoral areas, especially in the equatorial sector of the Greater Horn of Africa 
(GHA), and the impact of these rains has far reaching food security implications, well beyond the 
rainy season.  At present, there is already a severe food insecurity crisis in many pastoral areas, one 
which requires several years of good rainfall for the recovery of both livestock herds and viable 
livelihoods.  The recent IGAD Climate Prediction and Application Center (ICPAC) consensus 
climate outlook forecast for March, April and May (MAM) 2005 for the GHA indicates that the 
key crop producing areas in the equatorial sector have a 75% likelihood of  receiving normal to 
above normal rainfall, which could result in favorable harvest prospects. However, the ICPAC 

probability forecast for most pastoral areas indicates a 75% tendency towards normal to below normal rainfall, which does not augur well for 
pastoralists.  If realized, the most likely outcome of the forecast would mean the extension of drought conditions to yet another season in some pastoral 
zones and halting of the ongoing recovery in other zones.  Potentially poor rainfall, together with other underlying causes of food insecurity such as 
poverty and conflict would likely worsen the already heightened food insecurity of many pastoral populations. This issue of GHA Food Security 
Bulletin attempts to put the March to May rainfall forecast in context to support contingency planning, preparedness and mitigation in the region. The 
report recommends that governments and partners use the various scenarios developed under the current climate outlook, especially in countries 
already experiencing acute food insecurity, as inputs into serious contingency planning processes, which result in active efforts to both prepare for 
potential renewed crises as well as efforts to mitigate the potential impact of poor rains especially in pastoral and marginal agricultural areas.  

CLIMATE RELATED HAZARD 
The March to May period is a major rainfall season for many pastoral and agricultural areas of the equatorial sector of GHA (see Fig 1.a).  Figure 1.d 
illustrates the different rainfall periods in the GHA.  Figure 1a highlights the pastoral areas of the GHA, which in general are currently the most food 
insecure areas. Figurer 1.b shows the long-term (1920-1980) rainfall pattern for the season.  Figure 1c shows the anticipated divergence of rainfall 
amounts with respect to normal rains shown in Figure 1.b for different areas of the GHA region, and which represents the most likely precipitation 
scenario for the March – May period.    

 

Source: FEWS NET 
The consensus seasonal forecast for the March-May 2005 provided by the IGAD Climate Prediction and Application Center (ICPAC) on March 4 is 
based on an ensemble of statistical and ocean-atmospheric models.  These models take into account the recent and current sea surface temperatures 
over the Pacific Ocean and off the Indian Ocean.  The consensus forecast indicates enhanced probabilities of normal to above normal rainfall 
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conditions in areas shaded in green in Figure 2.a (these areas are also marked II); above normal to normal rainfall  in blue shaded areas (marked IV) and 
normal to below-normal rainfall conditions in yellow shaded areas (marked I, III and V).  These probabilistic forecasts suggest the likely tendency of the 
rainfall amounts during the March to May period.  As the forecast is relevant only to the aggregate three month period and over relatively large areas, 
significant and localized variability in the amount and distribution of rainfall could occur within this 120-day period.   

 
FEWS NET translated the ICPAC forecast probabilities into relevant rainfall quantity scenarios using its Agro-climatological Tool/Forecast 
Interpretation Tool (FACT/FIT).  Figure 2.b, an output of the FACT/FIT, depicts locations that have enhanced probabilities for favorable maize 
growing conditions, shaded in grey and blue, during the forecast period.  The assumption used here is that a minimum of 300 mm of rainfall is required 
during the season for most short-cycle, drought-tolerant varieties.  As a result, if that amount of rainfall is actually received and well distributed, areas 
with favorable production prospects for short-cycle maize would include most of Burundi and Rwanda, western Ethiopia, the central and south Rift, 
coastal and southern Kenya, central and northern Tanzania and most of Uganda.  Drought-tolerant sorghum varieties would likely do well in all those 
areas as well as in southern Somalia.   
 
Similarly, a threshold of 150 mm rainfall was used for pastoralist areas to develop a scenario for identifying areas that were unlikely to receive at least 
this threshold during the March-May 2005 period (Figure 2.c).  This threshold represents the minimum amount of rainfall during the March to May 
season required for viable pastures. According to this analysis, parts of central and northern Somalia, the eastern part of the Somali Region of Ethiopia, 
parts of northeastern and northwestern Kenya and parts of southern Sudan have a high probability of not receiving adequate rains for viable pastures. 
If this happens, the ongoing recovery of pastoral populations in these areas would be halted, resulting in significant deteriorations in an already fragile 

food security situation and commensurate increasing emergency assistance requirements during the dry season (June to September).   
 
It is important to note that these scenarios assume timely onset of the season and good rainfall distribution during the season, which is not captured in 
the ICPAC Climate Outlook Forecast.  An attempt was made to forecast the expected rainfall distribution based on previous years of similar rainfall 
distribution (1964 and 1995).  During these years, rainfall occurred mainly in March, tapering off in April and May.  Although no single year will be 
exactly the same, there is increased likelihood that this season’s rainfall could also be poorly distributed in time and space as it has been in the past.  
 
It is worth noting that significant parts of the northern and northeastern parts of Somalia (including the Sool and Sanaag Plateaus), Eritrea and 
Djibouti, normally receive scant rains between March and May, and therefore are not likely to be seriously affected by rainfall during this period.   
 
Given the specific GHACOF rainfall forecast for the MAM period, the risk of flooding also exists.  But this risk is low, with the exception of the 
Western Lake Region of Kenya in the most likely scenario.  Because the chances for very heavy rainfall in eastern Ethiopia’s highlands are weak, the 
risks of severe flooding in the Shabelle River in Somalia are also low based on the current seasonal forecast. The assumption being made for the low 
risk of floods is that the ICPAC forecast would be realized and rainfall would be evenly distributed during the season.  

 

Figure 2.b: Probability 
of receiving at least 300 
mm of Rainfall 

Figure 2.c: Probability 
of receiving at least 150 
mm of Rainfall 
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Figure 2.a: Climate Outlook Forecast for 
March-May 2005 
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CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

This bulletin provides an early warning based on the seasonal rainfall forecast recently issued by ICPAC.  The analysis presented above focuses on the 
most likely scenario, but the ramifications of the worst case scenario, in other words more serious drought and flooding should also be considered.  
The impacts of the March-May rains are important for crop production as well as pasture conditions.  More importantly they will have a significant 
food security impact later in the year.  The following conclusions and recommendations have been developed based on the analysis presented above:  
 

1. Given that there is a high risk that the 2005 March – May season will not ameliorate the current food security conditions in many current hot 
spots of the GHA, national governments and their partners should initiate contingency planning processes to prepare for potential food 
security crises over the coming year.  The information provided here can be used as an input into developing more comprehensive scenarios 
outlining the potential magnitude of food insecurity, the estimated population affected, their geographical location, etc.  To be effective, 
contingency planning must go further and result in concrete actions to prepare for and mitigate the impacts of potential droughts or floods.  
FEWS NET can assist interested contingency planners, including developing with them food security scenarios based on various rainfall 
scenarios.   

 
2. Despite the improvement currently observed in some areas such as the Sool and Sanaag Plateaus in Somalia, pasture and water conditions, as 

well as livestock productivity in pastoral and agro-pastoral areas remain precarious.  Below normal rainfall would induce distress migrations 
towards limited areas with relatively more abundant pasture and water in the Karamojong and the Somali Clusters.  Large concentrations of 
livestock on small areas would degrade the environment and result in conflict over natural resources.  Already, livestock from parts of 
Djibouti, Ethiopia and Somalia are congregating in the costal areas of Djibouti, which apart from having some pasture have very low carrying 
capacity.  Monitoring of livestock productivity (body conditions, calving rates and milk supply) in pastoral areas including in areas where 
short-term recovery is expected, will be essential to determine needed interventions.  Contingency planning in the countries is especially 
important to prepare for potential resurgence of severe emergency conditions in these areas.  In addition activities to mitigate the potential 
impact of continued drought, such as pre-positioning of veterinary drugs and rehabilitation of water sources such as boreholes, should be 
implemented.  

 

3. Access to markets and affordable food prices remain key determinants of food security for a significant population in GHA.  Considering 
that food prices are influenced by domestic production, most of which depends on rain-fed agriculture, there is need for national 
governments to encourage domestic and cross-border trade of food commodities from surplus to deficit areas.  Governments could use 
market information to intervene with relief aid where and when access to food is compromised by rising prices (or worsening terms of trade 
between livestock and cereals) beyond affordable levels, particularly for the poor households.  Government, donors and relief organizations 
should also use market information for domestic and triangular purchases within the region, thus enhancing local economies and improving 
regional food security. 

More on the GHA Food Security Bulletin… 
 

This bulletin draws from the FEWS NET regular monthly reports, with additional contributions from network partners whose names and logos appear at the 
bottom of the first page.  Please consult http://www.fews.net for in-depth analysis of the countries where FEWS NET has a national representative: Eritrea, 
Ethiopia, Kenya, Rwanda, Somalia, Southern Sudan, Tanzania and Uganda.  The World Food Programme provides the information on Burundi, Democratic 
Republic of Congo (DRC) and northern Sudan 
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