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GUATEMALA Food Security Update June 2010 
 
• The national population’s food security is threatened 

by the impact of both Tropical Storm Agatha, which 
affected the country from May 25th to 30th, and the 
violent eruption of the Pacaya volcano on May 27th. 
Both events affected the livelihoods of the 
population in most of the country. Those who have 
been directly impacted are the 162,857 evacuated 
and 174 dead. 
 

• The extent of damages in agriculture has not been 
determined.  Nevertheless, there are reports of crop 
losses of staple cereals and cash crops, which will 
affect household grain availability and the demand 
for labor. This income source has its peak season 
between October and March. 
 

• In the highlands reseeding is not viable. 
Consequently, support for income generation will be 
necessary to avoid deterioration in the food security 
of the population in the area. 

 
• In the rest of the country, the delivery of agricultural inputs and seeds for replanting the primera’s basic grains is 

necessary. However, the harvest, which normally starts in August, will be delayed until October. 
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Food Security Update 
Food security in Guatemala has suffered an acute deterioration as a result of the impact of two natural phenomena. On the 
one hand, on May 27th the Pacaya volcano increased its eruptive activity, spreading sand, rocks, and ash several kilometers 
away and affecting the departments of Escuintla, Sacatepéquez, and Guatemala. This situation led to the evacuation of 

Figure 1.  Estimated food security outcomes, June 2010 

 
Source: MFEWS 

For more information on FEWS NET’s Food Insecurity Severity Scale, please 
see: www.fews.net/FoodInsecurityScale  
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1,924 people, damage to homes, death of domestic animals (especially poultry), and the loss of crops such as maize, 
pineapple, and coffee. Some homes and crops in other communities are still being threatened by lava flows from the 
volcano, although the expulsion of ash has considerably reduced. 
 
The second natural phenomenon that affected 
Guatemala was Tropical Storm Agatha, a low 
pressure system which was stationary off the 
Pacific coast and which on May 29th evolved into 
the first tropical storm of the hurricane season in 
the Pacific. This phenomenon resulted in 
accumulated rainfall of up to 565 mm in the area 
of Mazatenango, according to preliminary data 
reported by the National Institute of Seismology, 
Volcanology, Meteorology, and Hydrology 
(INSIVUMEH) stations. During the five-day event, 
the rainfall exceeded the 100 percent mark of the 
historic accumulations for the entire month of May 
at 32 of 42 stations. Fortunately, this cyclonic 
system weakened rapidly that same day, which 
prevented a greater impact. 
 
The departments affected are in the western, 
central, southern, and eastern regions of the 
country, although among those who reported 
greater damage are Sololá, Izabal, Escuintla, 
Retalhuleu and Jutiapa. Nonetheless, the other 
departments also reported significant damage. The 
departments of Izabal and those in the eastern 
region of the country were affected mainly by the 
overflow of the Motagua River, since they are 
located in the middle-lower basin. 
 
The consequences for food security for the 
population are diverse. On one hand, there is the 
damage and loss of housing, productive, and 
material goods. These lessened capital in the 
affected households, reducing their ability to respond and adapt to future shocks. Secondly, damage to water and 
sanitation systems occurred. Contaminated water accumulation can lead to an increase in the incidence of diarrheic, 
respiratory, and skin diseases, as well as dengue fever and malaria, to the detriment of the health and nutrition status of 
the affected population, especially in children under 5 years of age. Additionally, the collapse of several roads and bridges 
throughout the affected areas hinders access to and from markets, thereby reducing physical access to food and health 
services. Finally, livelihoods in each zone (Figure 2) were also affected: 
 

• Subsistence maize farmers had already started sowing in almost all affected areas. The level of damage resulting 
from the rain and the wind is still uncertain, but the humid environment and the abrupt change in temperature will 
also favor the presence of fungi and pests, which could affect the crops that have not yet been lost. This situation 
will impact the availability of grain for household consumption, and to a lesser extent, the income of affected 
households. 

• Producers of vegetables, potatoes, coffee, and other cash crops also suffered losses and damage due to rain. This 
will affect the income generation, due to a reduction in volumes sold and also due to less demand for unskilled 
labor, an important source of income for the poorest households. Because the cycle for vegetables and potatoes is  
three months, producers could harvest in the short-term to restore their income, if supported with adequate 
resources.  

Figure 2. Livelihood zones affected by Tropical Storm Agatha.  
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• Aquaculture has also suffered. On the one hand, flooding caused the loss of shrimp and farmed fish due to pond 
overflow. This will impact income generation for households, especially those found in livelihood zone 13 
(subsistence agriculture and fishing). The recovery of this activity will need at least six to nine months. Fishing was 
also affected because the high-risk conditions did not allow fishermen to go out to sea to fish, reducing their 
income and food, since they also use part of their catch for household consumption. Once conditions improve, and 
if the fishermen did not lose their tools, they will be able to restart their productive activities. 

 
 
Table 1. Monitoring of food security outlook scenarios (April to September 2010)   

Scenarios  Materialization 
May 2010 Remarks 

• The climate forecasts will benefit agricultural 
activity, allowing for better first harvests.  

No 

Rainfall patterns had shown a favorable 
performance in agriculture. However, the rain and 
winds of Tropical Storm Agatha, and the ash and 
rocks from the Pacaya volcano caused damage and 
losses in agriculture.  

• The delivery of fertilizers subsidized by the 
government is committed for 2010. Yes 

The delivery of fertilizers has been suspended, 
pending an analysis to determine an appropriate 
approach in light of new circumstances. 

• Accumulated rainfall for the May-July 
quarter will behave as follows:  above 
normal in the southern and eastern regions 
and the central plateau; below normal in the 
Caribbean region; and normal in the rest of 
the country. Additionally, May is expected 
to have a tendency to be deficient in rainfall, 
while June will be normal, and July will tend 
to excess.  

No 

Although the rains in May were mostly irregular and 
deficient, Tropical Storm Agatha brought large 
amounts of rain, causing high accumulated rainfall to 
exceed the monthly average. 

 
 
Seasonal progress 
Since rains marking the beginning of the rainy season in the second half of May started in most of the country, farmers had 
already sown. Some, like those in the highlands, had begun in late March, while the ones in the south coast and eastern 
part of the country started late in May. However, strong winds and heavy rains brought by Agatha caused damage and crop 
losses due to flooding, overflowing of rivers and landslides. Additionally, areas close to the Pacaya volcano also reported 
losses due to the violent eruption on May 27th. Field assessments are still ongoing, which means that there is no official 
data yet on the number of hectares affected. 
 
To reduce the impact on food insecurity, economic recovery of affected families with temporary employment options is 
required as soon as possible. Currently, most of the poor households in the country are already facing the annual lean 
season, as reserves from the previous harvest have been depleted and households are dependent on purchasing food. This 
means that, for most of the affected areas, the impact to their crops will be evident in August when the primera crops are 
to be harvested, and their dependence on purchase is to be considerably reduced. In these areas, a replanting of maize and 
beans is feasible, although the harvest foreseen for August will be delayed until October. As a result, these households will 
depend on the purchase of food until that time. To reactivate agriculture of staple crops, it is necessary to provide 
agricultural inputs and seeds to affected farmers so that sowing may start as soon as possible. However, the actual 
condition of the land should be taken into account, as it could be heavily affected by the damage caused by Tropical Storm 
Agatha and the Pacaya volcano.  
 
In the highlands the main staple food is maize with the growing period of 180 days for the single maize harvest of the year. 
For beans in this area, households reply heavily on purchase. November to February are very risky months for maize due to 
low temperatures and high winds that cause crop damage making re-sowing in this area unviable. Currently, poor 
households in this area depend entirely on purchase to obtain their food, since they have already depleted their reserves 
from the previous harvest. This means that, as of October, food insecurity for these households could worsen due to a 
reduction in sources of income, resulting from damage caused by Tropical Storm Agatha and the eruption of the Pacaya 
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volcano to crops and households will not be able to utilize their harvest at the end of the year to access food. Due to the 
above mentioned reasons, and to prevent further deterioration in food security in this area, it is necessary for affected 
households to be provided with options to generate income so that they have the resources to purchase food until 
November/December 2011, when the next harvest will take place.  
 
Climatic perspectives through July indicate that cumulative rainfall will be normal to above-normal in most of the country. 
This should be considered for agricultural activities as there is a higher probability of infestation by fungi and insects due to 
excess moisture.  It is advised to avoid planting in areas with a high risk of landslides, overflowing rivers and flooding. 
 
 
Markets and trade 
According to the Instituto Nacional de Estadística (National Statistics Institute), May recorded an inflation rate lower than 
0.1 percent compared with April, but even higher than the same month in 2009. The price of the basic food basket had a 
similar pattern. However, the effects of Tropical Storm Agatha on the market and trade will be evident in the June data. 
Prices of vegetables increased during the week following the storm as a result of the loss of crops ready for harvest and 
access and transportation difficulties, the latter, due to the closing of several areas in the road network as a result of 
landslides, floods, and damaged and destroyed bridges. Thus, the potato, one of the most affected crops in the highlands, 
reported the largest increase, with an additional 54 percent added to the price reported in the week of May 24-28th. 
Communication problems to and from markets, combined with an increase in prices, will hinder access to food for 
households. However, food aid is currently being provided to the affected population, reducing its dependence on the 
purchase of food. Prices are expected to stabilize in the coming weeks when commercial transportation normalizes and 
access is reinstated. Nevertheless, it is possible that prices will remain high until production is reactivated and products are 
supplied to the market.  
 
The amount of remittances received in May is higher than that reported for April and May 2009. This means that 
households that were affected by Tropical Storm Agatha, and receive income from this source, will have cash available to 
recover from the impact they suffered, at least partially. Since March, the amount of remittances has exceeded those 
received in 2009, a year that reported a significant decrease in remittances. It would be expected that cash flow can be 
maintained at levels sufficient to support an economic and productive recovery of the recipient population. 


