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Eritrea’s food crisis expected to worsen quickly 
 
 
 
Summary 
 
Eritrea is reeling from severe shocks to its asset base, already undermined by years of conflict and 
drought as well as pervasive poverty.  Insufficient rainfall for crops and livestock, labor shortages due to 
mobilization, the pressure of internally displaced people (IDPs) and returnees, and an economic tailspin 
contribute to an overall picture of high food insecurity.  Eritrea produced less than 10 percent of its 
cereal needs for human consumption during 2002 following consecutive crop failures.  After declaring a 
drought alert on July 24, the Government of the State of Eritrea (GSE) appealed for urgent assistance on 
August 28 “to avert the impending humanitarian crisis” in 2003.  The Government’s appeal and the UN’s 
Consolidated Appeal released on November 19 estimate the drought-affected population at 1.4 million 
people of a total population of 3.34 million.  An additional 910,000 people are targeted for assistance, 
comprising internally displaced people (IDPs), returnees, soldiers to be demobilized and vulnerable 
urban dwellers.  The GSE appealed for 477,000 MT of food aid for 2003, of which 290,000 MT is for the 
drought-affected population.   
 
Eritrea faces a convergence of many factors that have led to heightened food insecurity across all 
livelihood groups.  Female-headed households, children and agro-pastoralists are particularly vulnerable.  
Following three years of drought conditions, Eritrea registered the worst rainfall in 2002 of the past 
fifteen years.   In the face of the very poor performance of the short (azmera) and long (kremti) rains, 
cereal production has fallen to 54,400 MT, more than 70 percent below the recent 10 year average 
(191,900 MT) and the lowest since independence in 1993.  Eritrea faces an uncovered cereal deficit of up 
to 300,000 MT this year and rural household access to food is likely to deteriorate sharply.  Cereals are 
already in short supply in some remote rural areas, compounded by the border closures with Ethiopia and, 
more recently, with Sudan that hamper informal imports.  The current harvest will be exhausted early in 
2003 while the value of livestock, weakened by shortage of water and fodder, is expected to fall further 
with increased distress sales.  Supplies of drinking water for human consumption could reach critically 
low levels early this year.  According to the latest surveys, 15-20 percent of children under 5 years (at 
least 88,000 children of those surveyed) are currently malnourished and 10,000 are severely 
malnourished, requiring immediate nutritional support. 
 
A single shock, such as drought alone, would not necessarily push rural households into food insecurity.  
However, the cumulative impact of previous shocks has severely weakened household resilience to cope 
with another year of drought.  Households with weakened reserves after the fourth year of drought 
conditions will face the prospect of liquidating productive assets (such as eating seed grains or selling 
breeding animals) in order to meet basic needs, further increasing vulnerability to future shocks.   
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Nature and Magnitude of the Problem 
 
The latest shocks affecting Eritrea include: 

• Insufficient and sporadic rainfall in both the short and long rainy seasons, affecting 
drought-prone Anseba, Northern and Southern Red Sea Zones, the breadbasket areas of Gash 
Barka, Debub and Maekel Zones.  Nearly all cultivated area depends on highly variable 
rainfall.  The March-May (azmera) minor season rains in major agricultural areas failed, 
seriously hindering land preparation for the June-September (kremti) main season, growth of 
higher-yielding long-cycle crops that mature in the main season; and replenishment of fodder 
and water for livestock.  The onset of the kremti season was late over most of the country, 
delaying planting by several weeks.  The rains ceased at the crucial flowering stage and 
ended entirely before plant growth was complete.  

• Production of crops and fodder has fallen sharply.  Cereal production is estimated by 
FAO/WFP to be its lowest since 1991 to 54,400 MT, more than 70 percent below the 1992-
2001 average of 191,900 MT.  Wild food production has been badly affected (consumption of 
wild foods is an important drought coping strategy, especially for pastoralists).  Forage for 
animals is already reported to be in short supply.  Many traditional dry season grazing areas 
are inaccessible due to insecurity and border closures with Ethiopia and Sudan.  The GSE 
estimates a shortfall of 3.7 million MT of fodder, amounting to 29 percent of overall needs. 

 
• Food prices have escalated.  Outside of the major market towns, grain prices have risen 

rapidly compared to prices a year ago.  At the same time, livestock prices are steadily falling 
as owners anticipate a lack of forage and water and look to sell while they can.  A UN/GSE 
assessment estimated that roughly 80 percent of livestock are at risk of death by disease and 
starvation.  Terms of trade for pastoralists are deteriorating (the amount of grain obtained 
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from the sale of one animal).  This deterioration is ruinous for those that must purchase their 
food staples in the marketplace and for those whose income depends on livestock.  Terms of 
trade for pastoralists worsen the farther one gets from the main markets of Asmara and 
Keren. 

• Malnutrition rates are high and rising.  UNICEF reports that according to latest surveys,1 
between 15-20 percent of children (at least 88,000 children) are currently malnourished and 
10,000 are severely malnourished, requiring immediate nutritional support.  Because 
malnutrition is a trailing indicator, signaling a late stage in an emergency at the point when 
finally children are not getting enough to eat, it points to a rapidly deteriorating situation 
requiring immediate action. 

• Water supply is very short.  Water for irrigation, animals and for drinking is in seriously short 
supply in many areas of the country.  A multi-agency water sector assessment found that 
because of very low, erratic and poorly distributed rainfall, total runoff was significantly 
reduced.  Eritrea has no permanent rivers or streams and seasonal rivers are running dry early.  
The water table has fallen dramatically – in some cases falling as much as 10 meters below 
the pumping level.  Many communities are already responding by deepening wells, trekking 
long distances for water and moving their animals to non-traditional grazing areas in search 
of water and fodder. 

 
• The aftermath of conflict 

• The shortage of labor is one of the most serious shocks and has a significant impact at the 
household level.  It is estimated that over 300,000 people are currently mobilized for national 
military service.  Mobilization of productive family members limits the ability of households 
to farm, tend animals and take advantage of other income generating activities.   

• Refugees returning to Eritrea are still getting back on their feet and internally displaced 
people cannot go home to resume their usual livelihoods.  Until both groups can lead fully 
productive lives, they have put extra stress on existing infrastructure and social support 
systems. 

• Some 12,000 hectares of the most productive land in Debub and Gash Barka is still 
inaccessible due to landmines and unexploded ordnance.2 
 

• Dramatic economic deterioration 
• Eritrea has been in an economic tailspin, with real GDP growth falling from 7.9 percent 

before the war in 1997 to a low of –8.2 percent in 2000 before rising to 1.1 percent in 2001, 
due to intermittent drought, the cost of conflict, dislocation of people and lingering lack of 
access to productive land.  The declining value of the Nakfa against major currencies and 
limited foreign exchange reserves have eroded the country’s ability to finance imports or 
reconstruct war-damaged infrastructure, among other priorities. 

 
These shocks further undermine the household asset base already weakened by: 

• Cumulative losses of large numbers of animals affecting both farmers and pastoralists. 
• Loss of cross-border trade opportunities due to the four-year closure of the border with Ethiopia, 

including loss of employment and rural household income.   

                                                 
1  A comprehensive Demographic and Health Survey (DHS) was conducted by the GSE in July 2002, supported by 
USAID.  Several smaller surveys have since been conducted, including an EU-supported district wide cluster survey 
in North and South Red Sea Zones in October 2002. 
2 Landmine threats and insecurity along the southern border with Ethiopia has hindered the movement of people and 
livestock and thus greatly reduced agricultural and other economic activities.  The GSE issued a proclamation 
requesting international NGOs to stop their mine action operations and to leave the country by August 31.  Since 
then, a new Government authority has been established for the coordination of all mine action activities. 



FEWS NET/Eritrea Food Security Update: December 31, 2002 

 

4

• Loss of access to Ethiopian and Sudanese food markets on which Eritrea traditionally depended 
for about one-third of more of its primary food supply – about 70-80,000 MT of grain imports per 
year from Sudan and 80-120,000 MT from Ethiopia.  

• Loss of social and economic infrastructure during the conflict. 
• Loss of life and the subsequent loss of productive potential for households. 

 
Food Security Threats to Particular Groups 
 
The UN Consolidated Appeal now considers that 2.3 million Eritreans — more than two-thirds of the 
population — require food and non-food aid, rehabilitation and reintegration assistance, maintenance 
allowances and resettlement assistance during 2003.  
 

The most vulnerable groups affected by short-term shocks are the poorer crop-dependent farmers and 
agro-pastoralists who have far fewer options for obtaining sufficient food.  The medium-term shock of 
cumulative loss of livestock has particularly affected pastoralist and agro-pastoralist groups.  UNICEF 
reported that by late December the Northern Red Sea Zone had recorded livestock deaths of 
approximately 90,000 animals, more than 5 percent of the zonal herd.  According to the UN Consolidated 
Appeal, loss of livestock in some areas was significant, ranging from 10 to 20 percent.   
 
Better-off households in all livelihood groups generally have more livestock and other assets that help 
them cope with crop production losses and higher food prices.  The absence of many young men for 
national mobilization reduces the range of household income-earning opportunities and coping strategies, 
such as livestock raising and off-farm employment that are traditionally handled by men.  Thus, 
households temporarily headed by women are also more vulnerable to various recent shocks. 
 
It is critical that food aid be targeted to groups that 1) have experienced crop production failure and 
cumulative loss of livestock and 2) have the lowest likelihood of bridging their food gap through alternative 
income sources and normal coping strategies.  Food aid to these drought-affected people will halt the further 
erosion of household assets and protect overly stressed livelihoods.  WFP plans to support 600,000 drought-
affected people in 2003 through an Emergency Operation.  This still leaves considerable need for bilateral 
and other support. 

Vulnerable Groups at the end of 2001 and 2002 and Targeted Groups in 2003 
 

VULNERABLE GROUPS 
NUMBER AT  

THE END OF 2001 
NUMBER AT  

THE END OF 2002 
NUMBER  
IN 2003 

Drought-affected 524,000 1,400,000 1,400,000
Internally Displaced Eritreans 73,749 58,180 58,180
Returned Eritrean Refugees 83,991 103,000 165,000
Returned Internally Displaced 
Eritreans 

170,000 185,569 185,569

Foreign Refugees in Eritrea 1,922 3,058 3,058
Eritreans expelled from other 
countries 

13,694 16,811 16,811

Soldiers to be demobilized 200,000 195,000 195,000
Urban vulnerable 213,000 213,000 283,000
    
TOTAL 1,280,356 2,174,618 2,306,618

 
Source: UN Consolidated Appeal for Eritrea for 2003, pp. 4, 8, (adjusted for soldiers to be demobilized in 2003). 
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Needs of other groups can be met through non-emergency assistance.  For example, WFP plans to support 
278,700 IDPs, returnees, expellees and demobilized soldiers through a Protracted Relief and Recovery 
Operation, with other structured programs for school feeding and training.  
 
 
Short-term Outlook and Prognosis 
 
In a joint reporting cable of November 15, the US Office of Foreign Disaster Assistance (OFDA) and 
USAID/Eritrea noted that the GSE/UN estimate of 1.4 million drought-affected people is likely to 
increase in 2003 as current harvests are quickly depleted, water and fodder resources dwindle and 
malnutrition rises.  This will most certainly be the case unless a rapid response is mounted.  In its 
December 20 Update on the Humanitarian Situation, the Eritrean Relief and Refugee Commission 
(ERREC) expressed its worries that food aid pledges to date won’t arrive early in the year to start 
distributions. 
 
The short-term outlook is not promising.  The meager kremti harvest of 2002 could be exhausted as early 
as February.  The peak period of need is likely to be from March to October 2003 as the next significant 
harvest is not expected until November 2003.  Yet, farmers have depleted their seed stock, commercial 
tractor plowing services are expensive and labor for critical weeding operations is in short supply.  
Prospects for a good harvest in 2003 depend on adequate labor, seed stocks and rainfall, none of which 
are certain right now.   
 
Livestock will continue to deteriorate in the face of diminishing fodder and water and inaccessibility of 
traditional dry-season grazing grounds.  Distress sales will force livestock prices lower and further erode 
terms of trade for animal sellers. 
 
The combination of recent drought and food shortages will exacerbate problems of chronic malnutrition.  
Rising malnutrition rates point to the advanced stage of deterioration of conditions and the need for 
immediate food and other livelihood-supporting assistance.  The next several months will be particularly 
critical.   
 
 
Recommendations for Further Action 
 
To avoid a rapid deterioration in food availability and access in view of limited food resources, FEWS 
NET urges rapid action on the following recommendations: 

• WFP and food aid donors must step up their pledges and deliveries of emergency food aid to 
meet immediate food needs (about 24,000 MT per month for the drought-affected population 
alone), as well as nutritionally fortified foods for supplementary and therapeutic feeding 
programs.  FEWS NET further recommends that ERREC and WFP, in conjunction with the 
Ministry of Education, expand school feeding programs as a way to target nutritionally vulnerable 
school children while helping them stay in the classroom, alert and receptive to learning.  School 
feeding programs may also be expanded to include other children not in school, especially those 
less than five years old.   

• The GSE, concerned donors and NGOs carry out urgently needed interventions in the livestock 
sector to save household assets and protect livelihoods.  For example, implementing emergency 
destocking programs will increase demand, stabilize prices and offer some compensation for 
stressed animals.  This would reverse the deteriorating terms of trade.  Emergency provision of 
animal feed is another important option. 



FEWS NET/Eritrea Food Security Update: December 31, 2002 

 

6

• Donors should mobilize support for UNICEF and the GSE to rehabilitate key water resources, as 
outlined in the UN Consolidated Appeal for 2003.  Inadequate recharging of aquifers and water 
shortages pose the greatest threat in the coming months, second only to insufficient food access.   

• Concerned donors and NGOs need to work with the National Food Information System (NFIS) to 
collect crucially needed baseline information on Eritrea’s main livelihood groups – their seasonal 
productive activities, sources of income, expenditures, and food consumption patterns.  Complete 
baseline information allows analysts to quickly estimate the impact of shocks on these livelihood 
groups in a manner amenable to decision making.  This information needs to be complemented by 
expanded coverage for the market monitoring system – especially the collection of livestock and 
cereal prices outside of the major market centers. 

 
 
Key Indicators to Monitor 
 
Currently, valuable information to guide contingency and response planning is incomplete or absent 
altogether.  This includes information on rural prices and incomes, the contribution of remittances to 
household income, the geographic face of poverty, and broad health and nutritional data.  Within these 
data constraints, FEWS NET will work closely with its network partners to monitor the following key 
indicators: 

• Food supplies, such as the availability of harvest produce for rural households and markets and 
aggregate food supplies at the national level, including commercial imports, food aid stocks and 
the food aid pipeline.   

• Market prices, such as cereal and pulse prices, livestock prices and terms of trade between food 
staples and livestock.   

• Availability of water and distance to reliable sources of drinking water for people and their 
animals. 

• Food aid distributions to identified groups.   
• Trends in nutritional status (especially malnutrition rates among children under 5 years) and 

hunger-related diseases.  
• Terms of trade for livestock holders; unseasonable or unusual livestock migration; unusual rates 

of livestock diseases and deaths; and distress sales of livestock. 
• Signs of unusual migration of people and liquidation of other productive assets by rural 

households. 
• The availability and affordability of crop inputs, seeds and fertilizer for the azmera (March-May) 

and kremti (July-September) seasons, as well as rainfall patterns during both seasons because the 
outcome of the present food crisis will be influenced by the outcome of the 2003 harvests. 

 


