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Despite some improvement during the last three months, the food security situation remains 
concerning over much of the GHA region.  Partners in GHA countries provided an update of 
the current food security status during the preparation of the third Food Security Outlook 
Forum (FSOF), organized in Nairobi from August 31 to September 2, 2005.  Currently, 
between 16 and 18 million people live under conditions of extreme or high food insecurity and 
are mainly located in eastern and southern Ethiopia, Eritrea, western and southern Sudan (and 
in Kordofan and Red Sea Regions, areas not yet covered by FEWS NET), northern Uganda, 
parts of eastern Kenya, as well as northern and central Somalia.  How and to what extent these 
conditions, often attributed to poor rainfall, will change some two months after the 
completion of the short-rains season (September – December) was the focus of the third 
FSOF. Taking into account the rainfall forecast and the non-climate factors that constitute 

major causes of food insecurity (civil conflicts, restricted cross-border trade, current high prices of food and non-food commodities, and land 
degradation) for each food security hotspot of the region, FEWS NET and partners analyzed likely trends and developed a food security outlook for 
February 2006.   

If the forecasted climate and non-climate conditions hold, crop and livestock production would be normal across most of the region.  Consequently, 
many current GHA hotspots would see, for the first time since early 2003, a certain amelioration of their food crisis.  However, extreme food insecurity 
is likely to continue in the following areas: the Darfur and northern Bahr El Gazal regions of Sudan (due to civil insecurity and massive return of 
displaced people coupled with a previous poor season), northeastern Ethiopia (particularly the Afar Region) and Eritrea (due to continued cross-border 
tension with Ethiopia, restricted trade and repetitive droughts).  Southern Sudan, northern Uganda, northern and northeastern Kenya, southern and 
southeastern Ethiopia, Djibouti and northern and parts of southern Somalia would face high food insecurity.  Areas expected to be extremely or highly 
food insecure should be closely monitored in order to start or reinforce current interventions.  If this food security outlook scenario does materialize, 
the number of people heavily dependent on various food and non-food interventions would be less than the current estimate of 14 million, but only 
slightly less, due to the structural nature of food insecurity and to livelihood deterioration in the region, especially in pastoralist areas.  Given the 
prospects for improved crop production, relief food commodities should be purchased in the region as much as possible. 

THE GHA FOOD SECURITY OUTLOOK PROCESS 
Since August 2004, IGAD’s Climate and Application Centre (ICPAC) and FEWS NET, in collaboration with major partners (including World Food 
Programme, ministries of agriculture and livestock,  and the Somalia Food Security Assessment Unit), have been organizing food security outlook 
forums, in parallel with GHA Climate Outlook Forum (GHACOF). This bulletin presents the outcome of the third FSOF. 

The FSOF is an attempt to use seasonal rainfall forecasts to understand potential food security outcomes.  Precipitation forecasts are put into a food 
security context and then used to derive possible food insecurity scenarios.  The food security context is provided by an in-depth analysis of livelihoods 
in current food security hotspots and of underlying causes of food insecurity.  These underlying causes may be climate or non-climate factors (such as 
civil wars, pest and diseases outbreaks, high prices levels, poor integration to regional markets, and land degradation).  The FSOF has relied heavily on 
two important inputs: (1) the reports of current food insecurity and its causes, prepared by food security networks in each country; and (2) the rainfall 
forecast issued by ICPAC following intense joint working sessions with some world meteorologists and climate forecasters from each country.  It is 
important to note that the food security outlook remains probabilistic and should be used with caution. 

At the beginning of each FSOF, partners begin by evaluating the success of the previous outlook in order to improve the reliability and utility of the 
process.  The outlook that was issued in March 2005 (forecasting conditions in July 2005) was compared to the situation prevailing in the second half 
of August 2005.  This outlook was found to have been accurate in most areas.  It proved, however, to have been inaccurate in some areas, either 
because it was too pessimistic (e.g., northwestern Kenya; eastern Ethiopia; and northern, central and eastern Somalia) or too optimistic (Tanzania).  The 
FSOF and its products, still being improved, intend to provide useful scenarios to inform decision-making and planning. 

The GHA Food Security Bulletin is a collaborative initiative of the Famine Early Warning Systems Network (FEWS NET), the Regional Center for Mapping of Resources for 

Development (RCMRD), the Desert Locust Control Organization (DLCO), the Livestock Early Warning System (LEWS), the World Food Programme (WFP) and the United States 


Agency for International Development (USAID)
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DEVELOPMENT OF THE FOOD SECURITY OUTLOOK FOR FEBRUARY 2006 
The recent climate outlook covers the September-December period.  The food 
security forecast (or outlook) focuses mainly on the period and locations that 
benefit from the short-rains in their agricultural production (crop harvest and 
livestock production).  In practice, the food security outlook is intended to 
provide a preview of food security conditions for February 2006, i.e. one to two 
months after the December-January harvests and just before the next 
GHACOF/FSOF, anticipated for February-March 2006. It is worth 
highlighting the complexity of the GHA region with respect to seasonal and 
agricultural production cycles (see timeline of Figure 1).  In the uni-modal 
production zone of the southern sector, the sole annual season will normally 
start in November and end by March-April 2006.  Therefore, the consumption 
period that will be most directly impacted by this season’s rainfall is the April 
2006 to March 2007 period.  In the bimodal production zone of the equatorial 
sector, the harvest, which in principle will be the most affected by this season’s 
rainfall, will take place in January 2005 and will be consumed from January to 
June 2006, when a new harvest will be forthcoming.  In the northern sector 
(western half of Ethiopia and southern Sudan), the September-December period 
is not a rainy season; therefore the food security outlook (now very promising) is 
mainly based on the rainfall performance of the ending season. 

A scenario approach is most appropriate in dealing with probabilistic events 
such as rainfall forecast. Under the present state of the GHA FSOF process; 
however, no scenarios are built for non-climate factors, but the latter tend to be 
chronic and do not change much in a four-month period.  The September-
December 2005 rainfall forecast, issued by ICPAC, comes under two categories: 
(1) a zone with promising forecast of an 80% chance for rains to be normal or 
higher than normal (about half of Ethiopia, mainly in its eastern part, and most 
of Uganda and Tanzania); and (2) a zone with relatively less favorable forecast of an 80% chance for rains to be lower than normal to normal (the 
whole of Kenya, Rwanda and Burundi as well as most of southern Sudan, Eritrea and Somalia).  However, the highest probability (45%) is for normal 
rains in both zones.  FEWS NET/USGS used the forecast interpretation tool (FIT) to derive from the ICPAC’s probabilistic forecast the worst, most-
likely and best-case rainfall scenarios, including the risks of drought and flooding.  Further, using FIT, additional scenarios were developed to assist in 
identifying areas at risk of not meeting the cumulative water requirements of major cereal crops of the region (maize or sorghum).  Even though other 
contingencies were considered during the analysis, this report focuses on the most likely rainfall scenario. 

Figure 1: GHA climatic zones and seasonal timeline 

Source: FEWS NET 

Figure 2a presents the rainfall anomaly map developed for the most likely rainfall scenario.  It compares the expected rainfall performance with normal. 
The map shows that most areas of the GHA are likely to have either normal or slightly above normal (green color), or slightly below normal rains 
(yellow).  Figure 2b presents the expected rainfall anomalies in a worst case scenario, which at this time has only about 20% chances of happening. 
This last map suggests that some areas already facing drought conditions, particularly southern and eastern Ethiopia; southern and eastern Kenya; and 
the eastern half of Tanzania (except the coast), would in that rather unlikely case face another poor season.  However, some of the regions which would 
apparently be worst affected are not active during this season (see Figure 1), and have just had or are about to have a good harvest (western Ethiopia, 
western Kenya and southern Tanzania).  The totality of Burundi and Rwanda would in the worst case receive particularly low rainfall, which would 
have a negative impact on food security, especially in low altitude areas such as Bugesera Region; those areas need to be closely monitored during this 
season. 

Floods do not constitute a major threat in this season.  However, they may still occur as they do in normal years (see Figure 2c).  Though the risks of 
flooding are generally low this season, they are highest in western and central Ethiopian highlands, around Lake Victoria and along the western border 
areas of Uganda, Rwanda, Burundi and Tanzania. 
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In the GHA, while the total rainfall amount for the 
season is important in cropping areas, rainfall 
distribution across the season is also critical. 
Unfortunately, the forecast does not provide a projection 
of distribution.  To overcome this limitation, the FSOF 
uses analogue years (corresponding seasons of the years 
that had most similar pre-season climatic conditions as 
the current one) to model rainfall distribution.  The 
climate scientists determined that the best analogous 
years for this short-rains season were 1981 and 1991. 
Therefore, the FSOF used the actual monthly rainfall 
distribution of those years as a proxy. 

The map of Figure 3a summarizes the food security 
status in GHA countries that existed in August 2005. 
The hotspots of extremely high food insecurity (shaded 
in red) were located in Sudan (in the Darfur, due to the 
civil insecurity, and in northern Bahr El Gazal, due to 
previous poor agricultural performance and massive 
return of internally displaced persons), in parts of 
pastoralist and agro-pastoralist areas of northeastern, 
southern and eastern Ethiopia (due mainly to previous 
poor seasons) and in most of Eritrea (due to previous poor seasons and to cross-border tension with Ethiopia).  High food insecurity (shaded in 
orange) was mainly found in southern and eastern Ethiopia, southeastern Sudan, northern Uganda, eastern Kenya and northern Somalia. 

Taking into account the seasonal rainfall forecast, the current food security status in August (including in food crisis hotspots) and other relevant 
factors, the FSOF team developed a food security forecast for February 2006.  Most parts of the GHA region were under moderate food insecurity 
(shaded in yellow).  The definitions of the food insecurity levels used here are the following: 

(1) Extremely food-insecure: populations that have depleted their asset base to such a degree that without immediate outside assistance, they will 
face famine. 
(2) Highly food-insecure:  populations that cannot meet their food needs during the current year without reducing consumption or drawing down 
assets to such a degree that they compromise their future food security. 
(3) Moderately food-insecure: populations that can meet their food needs in the current year, but only by drawing down savings or relying heavily 
on secondary income activities; should market access or income from secondary activities be compromised, these populations might become highly 
food insecure in the current year. 

At present, about 17 million people in the GHA are food insecure such that they require some form of food assistance, with about 14 million actually 
receiving food aid.  Donors have so far committed adequate resources for food assistance in most countries of the region, and the pipelines of relief 
food are generally healthy.  However, non-food assistance remains inadequate throughout the region.  Non-food assistance is as critical an input for 
saving lives and livelihoods, as food aid, especially in situations of extreme food insecurity where increased malnutrition, morbidity and excess mortality 
are prevalent after households are forced into destitution. 

In the most-likely rainfall scenario and barring significant and unforeseen changes in non-climate factors, the severity of food insecurity in the current 
hotspots should ease after the conclusion of the season (see Figure 3b).  The main exceptions to this trend are likely to be the Darfur region of Sudan 
(where farmers cannot access their fields to cultivate due to civil insecurity), parts of northeastern Ethiopia (where the rainfall forecast is rather 
unfavorable), and central and southern parts of Somalia (rather unfavorable rainfall forecast and civil conflict).  As a result, the FSOF concluded that 
the number of highly and extremely food insecure people should reduce by February 2006, but only slightly, given the nature of vulnerabilities and food 
insecurity in the region. 

Conclusions and recommendations 

The participants to FSOF 3 took stock of the current food security conditions and reflected on the factors at play in order to anticipate trends and 
likely food security outcomes in four to five months’ time.  Livelihood and non-climate factors, both transient and structural, were taken into account 
in projecting the impact of the forecasted rainfall.  Various stakeholders, particularly at regional level, believe that this exercise is helpful in providing 
solid scenarios for contingency planning, which ideally should be done at country level.  The results of FSOFs, which have been regularly conducted at 
regional level, can be considered as inputs to regular national contingency planning processes within disaster management frameworks.  It is important 
to keep in mind that rainfall forecasts are probabilistic and that outlooks are indicative; these outlooks need to be regularly updated both at regional and 
national levels. 

The main conclusion of the recent FSOF is that the acute food shortages that have been experienced in the GHA region for the last four seasons is 
likely to ease early next year, if the most probable rainfall scenario occurs.  However, given the probabilistic nature of climate factors and the quasi-
intractability of root causes of food insecurity in the region, this forecasted respite may be short-lived.  

Given the optimistic crop production outlook in certain areas, the concerned governments in the region, donors and humanitarian agencies should 
purchase relief food commodities in the GHA region itself as much as possible.  They should support national food security scenario building exercises 
and help integrate them in disaster management frameworks. 


