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GUATEMALA Food Security Outlook Update  March 2011 

Depletion of food reserves leads to food insecurity 
 

Key Messages 
 
• This year the lean season will mainly be affected by the high price of 

maize, which is above the average for this time of year, and the high 
price of fuel, especially for diesel which is used to transport food. 
This will particularly affect households that depend on food 
purchases, especially in livelihood zones 5 and 8 (Figure 3) in the 
eastern and western regions. 
 

• From April, the basic grain reserves of the poor and extremely poor 
households in the eastern and western regions will start to run low. 
The eastern region will depend on grain purchases until 
August/September and the western region will depend on grain 
purchases until December when the first harvest takes place. 
Households who are already suffering from moderate food insecurity 
could deteriorate to high food insecurity. 
 

• The first sowing has already started in the western region and there 
is no strategic plan yet for the distribution of agricultural inputs 
nationwide by the government. Their immediate distribution is 
necessary, especially in the western areas during the second week of 
March and in mid-April for the rest of the country. 

  
 
Updated food security outlook through June 2011  
 
The food security and nutrition situation has been stable during these 
first three months of the year. The most vulnerable groups for food 
insecurity and nutrition have reserves from their last harvests and 
income from the sale of their labor for the zafra harvest in livelihood 
zone 12 (Figure 3), coffee harvest in zone 11, and melon and tobacco 
harvests. These activities ended in March, a month earlier than they 
should have. The seasonal peak in prices occurred five months earlier than normal (normally starts in June), but it has not 
had any direct impact on the situation of food security and nutrition. This is because poor households have reserves and 
extremely poor households have the income from their labor, which allows them to access to food, at least until April. Thus, 
it is not likely that the population will be highly food insecure until April. 
 
The price of maize in Guatemala’s central market has increased 26 percent since December 2010. This is above the average 
price for this time of the year, which is due to the increase in fuel prices, international food prices, and market speculation. 
The price of black beans has been stable since March 2009 due to the reserves that exist in the market and the harvest from 
Peten, which stabilizes the prices nationwide. This price may be affected by the 25 percent increase in diesel since January. 
Despite this situation, it has not yet caused any direct food security problems. This is due to several factors, including that 
poor subsistence households did not sell their second harvest and have reserves until April, and extremely poor households 

Figure 1. Current estimated food security 
outcomes, March 2011 

 
Source: FEWS NET  

 
Figure 2. Most likely food security outcomes, 
April-June 2011  

 
Source: FEWS NET 

For more information on FEWS NET’s Food Insecurity 
Severity Scale, please see: 
www.fews.net/FoodInsecurityScale  
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have income from their labor from zafra harvest activities. In the 
highlands, there is employment in vegetable plantations, which were 
not largely affected by cold fronts from December to the present date.  
 
Of the 96,000 households suffering from acute food insecurity due to 
the loss of their harvests and livelihoods, only 13,820 have received 
food aid between 2010 and now. The food aid distributions should carry 
households through the months of February and March and are 
comprised of: 110 pounds of maize, 31 pounds of beans, 31 pounds of 
corn/soy blend, and six pounds of oil for the different municipalities in 
the east and west.  
 
Harvests in the surplus areas in the north (southern part of Peten and 
the North Transversal Corridor) and the south coast are expected. The 
bean harvest in Peten began at the end of February, and it is providing 
food to the national market, which is important to stabilize prices in the 
country. The second maize harvest has had problems due to the lack of 
rain during the first months of the year, especially in Peten. According 
to producers, the maize harvest will suffer a reduction of up to 40 
percent in its yields. This harvest will occur at the end of March, and will 
supply the national market. The second maize harvest represents 40 
percent of the annual production, and the bean harvest represents 60 
percent. 
 
An irregular and late start of the rainy season will have the following 
implications:  
 
• Losses and low yields in crops, especially maize. 
• Increases in production costs, which will be passed on to 

households that depend entirely on purchases. 
• Extension of the lean season, which normally ends in 

August/September. 
• A reduction in the hiring of labor in the agricultural sector, 

especially in export crops (coffee, sugar cane, cardamom, melon, 
and tobacco). 

• Scarcity and pollution of water sources for human consumption.  
 
The combination of all these factors could deteriorate the food security and nutrition situation of the population, especially 
in the western and eastern regions which are among the poorest and most vulnerable in the country.  
 
East 
The onset of the annual lean season has occurred and food reserves have been depleted up to two months earlier than 
normal in some poor households (reserves usually begin to get scarce in May and June). This is due to losses in last year’s 
crops as a result of heavy rainfall. The MFEWS team has confirmed from field visits carried out in February to municipalities 
in the departments of Jutiapa, Zacapa, and Chiquimula (places within the dry corridor), that most of the subsistence 
households are already facing a lack of basic grain reserves. All of this translates into an almost total dependence on 
purchases of food. This situation gets complicated this month, as the season of high demand for unskilled labor also comes 
to an end as the large maize and beans harvests in Peten finish, greatly reducing sources of income. 
 
It is expected that the population will not be highly food insecure in March and April, as most households have food 
reserves for this month as well as the income from agricultural wages, which will facilitate the purchase of food. For May 
and June it is expected that food insecurity conditions will worsen as maize prices will likely increase and the increase in fuel 
prices which directly affect the prices of the main products consumed by households (beans, oil, and sugar). This may 
decrease the normal purchasing power of the poorest households. In addition, starting in April, there will be very few 

Figure 3. Livelihood zone map 
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employment opportunities, making it more difficult to get income to offset household deficits. These households are likely 
to resort to unusual coping strategies, as they have resorted to normal coping strategies for the last two years. Some of the 
more negative coping strategies are the unsustainable sale of firewood and birds and the unusual migration of some 
household members to other departments like Peten for work for a period of about five months. However, it is not likely 
that the population of this region will fall into highly food insecure conditions until May, as the use of more extreme coping 
strategies is not likely. There is still a presence of food aid that will help the poorest households meet their food 
requirements. 
 
Highlands 
This region has already started its first sowing, mainly in the higher elevation areas of the region. Currently, subsistence 
producers have not acquired agrochemicals as they do not expect to purchase them until after the sowing or through the 
Ministry of Agriculture, Livestock, and Food (MAGA). Fertilization begins approximately 15 days after sowing and if MAGA 
delays its supply beyond this time, subsistence producers are likely to reduce their purchases of agrochemicals, which will 
cause a reduction in crop yield. This situation has been happening over the past four years for farmers, especially the 
poorest, who have had difficulty purchasing fertilizers, due to increased prices and poor distribution of fertilizers by the 
government. According to farmers, there has been up to a 40 percent decrease in their crop yields (maize and beans).  
 
There is a decrease in demand for agricultural labor in April, reducing employment opportunities and the generation of 
income for the poorest. 95 percent of the households in this region depend on agricultural labor opportunities, of which 70 
percent use their income for food purchases. This situation, together with annual food price increases, places a heavy strain 
on the ability of the country’s poor households to access food until the next harvests in December when the prices begin to 
decrease again. Support for the poorest households through the delivery of subsidized agricultural inputs in early March 
could help improve harvests this year and improve the ability of households to respond to shocks. 
 
During March and April, the poorest households are not expected to be highly food insecure, as they can meet their food 
requirements through the use of their reserves until March and they will have cash availability for food purchases until April 
and will receive foreign aid to supplement their diet. The beginning of the annual lean season, which this year will begin in 
April instead of the typical start in May, will increase demand for basic grains, increasing prices until the harvest in the 
production areas of the country. During the upcoming months, the food security and nutrition situation will worsen, as the 
poorest households will not have the demand for labor to obtain income and will have to resort to negative coping 
strategies such as migration to other departments or countries like Mexico that erode their future ability to address shocks. 
This is the reason why households in the region are foreseen to face moderate food insecurity until May.  
 
 
Seasonal calendar and critical events timeline 
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