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EAST AFRICA Food Security Update  January 31, 2011 
 

Extreme food insecurity in the eastern Horn of Africa likely to follow failure of October-December rains 
 

• Extremely poor performance of the October to 
December short rains in the eastern Horn of Africa 
has led to crop failure in the marginal agricultural 
areas and rapid depletion of water, graze, and 
browse in pastoral areas.  This has resulted in 
significant deterioration in food security conditions. 

 
• Forecasted warmer-than-normal surface 

temperatures in northern Kenya, Somalia, and 
southeastern Ethiopia are likely to worsen the current 
drought conditions and lead to high and extreme 
levels of food insecurity in the coming months.  

 
• The forecasted below normal March-May rains will 

likely lead to significantly lower than normal crop 
production in southeastern Kenya and southwestern 
Somalia. Thus household food security will most likely 
continue to decline after April due to low labor 
opportunities and reduced production of the minor 
short season crops. Poor rains would also affect 
recovery in pastoral areas. 

 
• If rains are significantly below normal, a major crisis, 

similar in severity to 2005/06, but covering a larger 
area would be likely. 

 
 
Performance of the October to December 2010 rains 
 
Performance of the October to December short rains was 
extremely poor in the eastern region of the Horn of Africa, 
as was forecast. Severe drought conditions and higher-
than-usual temperatures have emerged in the pastoral and 
marginal agricultural livelihood zones of Somalia, northern 
and southeastern Kenya, and parts of southern and 
southeastern Ethiopia. 
 
Pastoral areas: The failed October to December rains have 
led to serious deterioration of pasture and browse and 
acute water shortages in the pastoral livelihood zones 
(Figure 1). This has led to early water trucking, abnormal 
livestock migration, and clustering of pastoralists around 
permanent water points. The abnormal livestock trekking 
and clustering has contributed to an upsurge of endemic 

Figure1: Spot/NDVI Anomalies in the eastern sector: 10 
January, 2011  

 
 

Source: FEWS NET/USGS 
 

Figure 2:  Estimated food security conditions in the Eastern 
Horn of Africa, January to March 2011 

 
Source: ECMWF 
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livestock diseases such as Foot and Mouth Disease (FMD), Contagious Bovine Pleural Pneumonia (CBPP), and Contagious 
Caprine Pleural Pneumonia (CCPP). Subsequently, livestock productivity and market value have declined, leading to poor 
livestock-cereal terms of trade and deterioration of food security (Figure 2). 
 
Marginal agricultural areas: The erratic rainfall and water stress have led to crop failure in the marginal cropping livelihood 
zones. This has extended the lean season by four months and precipitated an unusually large increase in prices of locally 
produced staple foods, especially in south and central Somalia. In addition, the failed short rains have reduced availability of 
short cycle crops and severely constrained food supplies for poor households. On-farm labor opportunities have also 
declined, lowering incomes for poor and very poor households. 
 
 
Updated Food Security Alert through March 2011 
 
The European Centre for Medium-Range Weather Forecasts (ECMWF) three-month temperature forecast indicates that 
warmer than normal surface temperatures are likely to occur between January and March in areas of the eastern Horn that 
are most affected by the current drought. These conditions will likely worsen the current drought conditions, and food 
security is expected to deteriorate over the coming two months to high and extreme levels (Figure 2).  
 
Pastoral areas: The worsening drought will intensify the deterioration of rangeland resources and is likely to drive further 
outbreaks of contagious livestock diseases due to increased clustering and weakening of livestock. In addition, conflict over 
grazing resources is likely to increase, while intensifying water scarcity could lead to increased water prices, further 
constraining the purchasing power of poor households. These households will most likely resort to use of poor water quality 
leading to further outbreaks of water borne diseases, and also employ undesirable coping strategies like slaughtering calves 
and stress livestock sales between January and April if necessary interventions are not intensified. 
 
Marginal cropping areas: The October to December short rains crop account for 70 percent annual production in the 
southeastern and coastal marginal areas of Kenya and 40 percent of annual production in south and central regions of 
Somalia. The below normal rains this year imply that the January/February harvests will be extremely poor and households 
will be unable to replenish their stocks in January/February, the usual harvesting season in these areas. They will increase 
their reliance on markets, thereby contributing to further increases in food prices. In addition, the high surface temperatures 
will intensify water scarcity leading to increases in water prices. This will most likely put further constraints on household 
expenditure through to the beginning of April. 
 
 March to May long rains forecast 
 
The March to May 2011 seasonal rainfall 
anomalies forecasts by ECMWF reveal the 
following (Figures 3): 
 
a) The lingering effects of La-Niňa are 

likely to result in an erratic start of the 
March-April-May (MAM) long rains in 
the equatorial sector of east Africa. 
 

b) Near normal MAM seasonal rainfall are 
forecasted across the cropping areas 
that are dependent on the long rains, 
implying that there is likely to be a 
favorable cropping season for key 
agricultural areas during the March to 
May period. However, below normal 
rains are forecasted in the bimodal 
areas of western Uganda, parts of 
eastern and northeastern Kenya, the 

Figure 3: ECMWF seasonal rainfall anomalies forecasts – March to May 2011 

 
Source: ECMWF (Forecast issued on 15 Jan. 2011); Graphics:  FEWS NET/USGS 
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belg cropping areas of south western Ethiopia and parts of southern Somalia covering northern areas of Middle Juba and 
southern areas of Bay and Gedo regions. 

 
These forecasts require close monitoring and updating in the coming months due to the transitional nature of the La Niňa 
phenomenon. A consensus seasonal rainfall forecast will be issued by the IGAD Climate Prediction and Application Centre 
(ICPAC) towards the end of February 2011. 
 
Marginal cropping livelihoods: It is unlikely that the anticipated March to May rains will reverse the recent pattern of 
deteriorating food security in the marginal agro-pastoral livelihood areas of the eastern Horn after April. The below normal 
rains in the southeastern marginal agro-pastoral areas in Kenya and southwestern Somalia will most likely lead to a 
significantly lower than normal crop production year, thus minimizing opportunities for casual labor. In southeastern Somalia, 
poor performance of the gu season will intensify food insecurity as it comprises the main cropping season in this zone. In 
Kenya, although the April to June rains do not comprise the principal season, the below normal rains will reduce production 
of minor crops that would compensate major crop losses experienced following a failed October to December 2010 rains. 
Therefore, household food security will most likely continue to decline after April. 
 
Pastoral livelihoods: The pastoral areas are likely to realize improved rangeland resources following the MAM rains. 
However, recovery from the current drought is likely to take a much longer particularly if implementation of mitigation 
interventions is delayed leading to significant erosion of livelihood capacities. An intensification of household livelihood 
support interventions aimed at lessening asset loss, household food deficits, and negative coping is urgently required. Some 
of the interventions in pastoral areas that could be enhanced include rehabilitation of water points (boreholes), increased 
veterinary services targeting the dry season grazing areas and commercial off-take programs. 
 


