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1.   NATIONAL TRENDS 
 
1.1 CROP AND LIVE STOCK PRODUCTION 
 
A joint FAO/WFP Crop and Food Supply Assessment Mission (CFSAM) was carried out in Eritrea 
between 27th October and 12th November.  The objective of the mission was to estimate the 2003 crop 
production and consequent needs.  According to the mission’s final debriefing, cereal production in 2003 
will be much above last year's very low production of 54,000 MT but still substantially lower than 1992-
2002 average annual production of 187, 000 MT, far short of total cereal requirements of more than 
600,000 MT.   
 
Although the amount of rainfall during the kremti season was much better than it was last year, the 
expected crop production will not be as good as earlier anticipated by the mid-season assessment in 
August predicting a harvest of about 210,000 MT, due to the following major reasons. 
 
• Failure of the azmera rain: Performance of the azmera rain (March-May), on which higher-yielding 

long-cycle crops depend, was very poor.  As a result, long-cycle crops planted mainly in Maekel and 
Debub zones were affected seriously.  More than 50% of the cultivated area in Debub was planted to 

Overview 
• The joint FAO/WFP Crop and Food Supply Assessment (CFSAM) was carried out in October-

November.  Although the CFSAM team is finalizing its cereal production estimates for 2003, the 
annual harvest is expected to be lower than the 1992-2002 average production of 187,000 MT. 

• Much better grazing conditions, supported by crop residues as fodder, are expected to feed 
livestock up to April/May of the coming year.  However, the shortage of watering points in areas 
with good grazing might pose a problem.   

• Sorghum prices sent mixed signals, reflecting various stages of local harvests and shifting supply 
and demand patterns between urban and rural areas.  In Asmara, sorghum-sheep terms of trade 
increased nearly 7% between September and October, but sorghum-goat terms of trade remained 
stable.   

• At the end of October, Eritrea had 74,917 MT of food aid stocks on hand, sufficient to meet 
distribution needs for more than two months.  In view of widespread poverty and the inability of 
up to half of the population to meet its own food needs, the UN Consolidated Appeal (CAP) calls 
for sustained high levels of food aid in 2004 to avoid a “humanitarian catastrophe.” 
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long-cycle crops such as sorghum, maize and finger millet.  Due to the failure of the azmera season 
only around 3% of the planned area was sown to long-cycle crops in Maekel Zone.   

 
• Uneven distribution of the kremti rains: Rainfall greatly varied between different places in the same 

zone and between different villages in the same sub-zone in its onset, timing and amount.  In some 
cases, as much as 100 mm rain fell in a single event in one area whereas nothing or only slight rains 
were recorded in other nearby areas. 

 
• Floods and hailstorms: Floods inflicted heavy damage on horticultural farms located along River 

Gash in Tesseney, Shambuko, and Haikota areas of Gash-Barka Zone.  In addition, hailstorms at the 
end of August inflicted heavy damage on crops and livestock, mainly in Tera-emni, Mendefera 
Senafe, and Dubarwa sub-zones of Debub Zone. 

 
• Untimely planting: Field reports confirmed that lack of hired tractor services was a major reason for 

late planting and consequently poor crop performance.  Because of a shortage of labour and draft 
animals, farmers have become more dependent on tractor hiring service than ever before.  A shortage 
of tractors meant that ploughing was not always done at the optimum time and plant growth and 
development were poorly synchronized with the rainfall patterns.  Consequently, when rainfall 
dwindled to nil at the end of September, many crops were at the vital grain filling stage, precisely 
when crops require water most critically.  In addition, late-maturing crops are susceptible to late 
emerging insect pests as these crops are not physiologically strong enough to protect themselves from 
attack.   

 
• Poor agricultural practices: The notion that good rainfall means good harvests is not always true as 

other factors also influence crop production.  In Eritrea water is the most determining factor for any 
crop husbandry practice.  However, if good rainfall is not supported by appropriate agricultural 
practices, such as proper water conservation, soil fertilization, timely and optimal weeding, and crop 
surveillance, good results are not guaranteed.  Inefficient farming techniques, especially by lowland 
farmers, and weak agricultural extension services account for some of the sharp drop between the 
mid-season assessment estimates and the CFSAM preliminary estimates.   

 
• Insect pest infestation: Insect pests such as grasshoppers, army worms, and chaffer beetles damaged 

large areas of major field crops in Eritrea.  This year crops were attacked at an early stage by 
armyworms and grasshoppers and at a late stage by chaffer beetles.  Although the Ministry of 
Agriculture attempted to control the insect infestation by spraying chemicals, coverage was 
incomplete due to a shortage of spraying equipment.  Furthermore, chaffer beetles attack the crop at 
maturity, making it difficult to manually spray the crop at this stage.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Eritrea Food Security Update: November 18, 2003  3

As indicated in Figure 1, based on the 
Normalized Difference Vegetation Index 
(NDVI), the vegetation cover in southern 
and southeastern Gash-Barka and Anseba 
zones was medium to light during the first 
dekad of November.  Heavy vegetation 
conditions were also recorded in some 
pockets in Gash-Barka.  Dry and semi-arid 
conditions were observed in eastern Anseba 
and northwestern Gash-Barka.  These 
vegetation conditions were generally near 
the long-term normal except for some areas 
in Northern Red Sea Zone.   
 
As the rain was much better and continued 
up to mid of September, the performance of 
grazing land seems to be much better than 
the previous year.  In addition, the bulk of 
the cereal stalks and crop residues available 
after harvest can serve as good source of 
livestock feed for the following few months 
after harvest.  It is expected the pasture and 

stored crop residues will keep the animals up to April/May of next year.  However, the Ministry of 
Agriculture has warned that the lack of watering points is one of the major constraints for keeping 
animals in areas of better grazing land. 
 
1.2. COMMODITY PRICES 
 
Figure 2 compares 2002 and 2003 white 
sorghum prices per 100 kg in Asmara, 
Keren and Mendefera between May and 
October.  Sorghum prices increased 
25% between October 2002 and October 
2003 in Asmara and 28% in Keren 
while the price increment in Mendefera 
was only 9%.   
 
Overall, sorghum prices sent mixed 
signals, reflecting various stages of local 
harvests and shifting supply and demand 
patterns between urban and rural areas.  
Although Asmara sorghum prices have 
remained stable since August, these 
prices are the highest compared with the 
other two markets.  Most probably due 
to the fact that the sorghum harvest is 
already completed in Anseba Zone and 
more supplies are reaching market, 
Keren recorded a 9.8% seasonal decline 
in the price of sorghum between 
September and October, easing pressure on household food budgets, all factors equal.  Sorghum prices 

Figure 2: Comparison of White Sorghum Prices in 
Eritrea, May-October 2003 
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Figure 1: Current Vegetation (NDVI) Cover  
1-10 November 2003 

  
Source: NASA/FEWS NET 
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increased abruptly in Mendefera by 20% from the previous month in October.  Such a price increase goes 
against the usual trend of price decreases in the in the immediate post-harvest period.   
 
After holding steady from May-
September, sorghum-sheep terms of 
trade increased slightly in Asmara in 
October, while remaining 
unchanged for sorghum-goat terms 
of trade which have been stable 
since July (Figure 3).  Livestock 
sellers received more sorghum per 
sheep (106.6 kg) than per goat (93.3 
kg) in October.  Thus, based on a 
daily consumption of 400 grams of 
sorghum per person (12 kg per 
person per month), a family of 6 
could sell a sheep and obtain enough 
sorghum to meet its needs for more 
than 6 weeks (44.4 days).  However, 
selling a goat would provide 
sorghum to meet the household’s 
needs for less than 6 weeks (38.9 
days).  Over the course of a year, a 
household would have to sell 9.4 
goats to obtain enough sorghum, but only 8.2 sheep.  The critical question, however, is whether 
households have access to animals to make these exchanges. 
 
 
2.   FOOD SECURITY STATUS 
 
2.1.   Food Relief  
 
As of September 31, the balance of World Food Program food aid stock in ERREC warehouses was 
94,386 MT.  With the expected arrival of 11,353 MT in October and estimated distributions of 30,822 
MT in October, total food aid available at the end of October reached 74,917 MT.  With an estimated 
distribution rate of 30,000 MT to meet the needs of around two million people per month, the current 
stock is expected to cover food aid needs for more than two months, a reasonable pipeline.  Taking into 
consideration the current harvest and the available food stocks in country at the end of October, the food 
security situation will improve temporarily during the coming few months.   
 
Out of the total pledged food aid commodities of 277,244 MT in 2003, 234,029 MT have already arrived 
and 11,352 MT are expected to arrive before the end of November.   
 
2.2. Food Security Outlook  
 
The joint FAO/WFP Crop and Food Supply Assessment team indicated during its debriefing that the 
expected cereals and pulses harvest in 2003 will be much above last year’s production but very much 
lower than the 210,000 MT estimated during the Interim Crop Assessment Mission of mid-August and 
even lower than the 10-year average of 187,000 MT.  The CFSAM team expects to release its final report, 
including an estimate of cereal production, within two weeks. 

Figure 3: Sorghum-Livestock Terms of Trade  
in Asmara, February-October 2003 
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Regardless of the size of the harvest, Eritrea has a structural deficit in cereal production in any year.  
Considering the country’s total annual cereal requirement of more than 600, 000 MT and a below-average 
harvest, Eritrea will have produced only about 20% of its needs for next year.  This gap between own 
production and demand will need to be covered through imports, mostly food aid.   
 
The UN released its Consolidated Appeal (CAP) for Eritrea on November 18, stating that an estimated 1.7 
million Eritreans − half the population − would be unlikely to feed themselves in 2004 unless they receive 
outside assistance.  Chronic food insecurity, in addition to transitory food insecurity, affects an increasing 
number of Eritreans.  Following successive droughts, weakening resilience and growing impoverishment, 
the level of the harvest is perceived as marginal to the severe and pervasive economic crisis confronting 
Eritrea.   
 
The CAP requests US$147.2 million for 2004, the bulk of which (US$97.8 million) is programmed as 
food aid.  The UN has characterized the situation in Eritrea as a “silent humanitarian emergency” unless 
aid levels are sustained.  The 2003 CAP was only funded at an overall rate of 70.3% of food and 28.8% of 
no-food sectors and it remains to be seen if the 2004 CAP achieves a better rate. 


