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In April and May 2011, FEWS NET is transitioning its classification system from the FEWS NET Food Insecurity Severity Scale to the 
Integrated Food Security Phase Classification’s (IPC) Household-based Acute Food Insecurity Reference Table, which is scheduled for 

release with IPC version 2 in July 2011. For more information see: www.fews.net/FoodInsecurityScale. 

Risk of food insecurity due to high prices and climatic effects 
Key Messages 
 

• Currently, food security is beginning to deteriorate in parts of the 
eastern and western regions due to the early onset of food shortages 
(two months earlier than normal), leading to Stressed (IPC Phase 2) 
food insecurity conditions. The northern and southern regions have 
no acute food insecurity as households currently have access to 
income obtained from agricultural activities in the region, as well as 
access to food from recent harvests in these areas.  
 

• The lean season (from March to August for most of the country and 
from March to November in the highlands) will mainly be affected by 
high food prices, speculation in the markets, high international prices, 
and indirectly by the price of fuel. The decrease in income from the 
sale of agricultural labor will mainly affect very poor and poor 
households that currently rely on purchasing.  

 

• According to the Climate Forum of Central America, the climate outlook shows above-normal accumulated rainfall in 
the southern, western, central, and eastern regions. Rainfall accumulated within normal ranges is foreseen for the rest 
of the country.  

 

• Above-normal rainfall can lead to flooding which could result in crop losses, negative impacts on health, and 
infrastructure damage in vulnerable areas in the western, central, and southern regions. However, for the eastern 
region, which includes departments of the dry corridor (an area which normally receives the least amount of 
precipitation in the country) there could be an increase in water availability which could help with human 
consumption, provide for a normal start of the planting season, and assist with good crop growth. 

 
 

Seasonal calendar and critical events timeline 
 

 
Source: MFEWS 

Figure 1. Current estimated food security 
outcomes, April 2011 

 
Source: MFEWS 

For more information on the IPC Acute Food Insecurity 
Reference Table, please see: 
www.fews.net/FoodInsecurityScale 

http://www.fews.net/FoodInsecurityScale�
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Most likely food security scenario, April through September 2011 
 
According to data from the Food Security and Nutrition Secretariat, 
currently the food security situation in the country, while stable, is 
beginning to deteriorate resulting from the March start of the annual lean 
season. Deteriorating conditions are affecting more than 96,000 very poor 
and poor families in the country, especially in some municipalities in the 
highlands and the dry corridor. The conditions are due to poor 
fertilization, damage from climate variations, and the effects of pests and 
diseases on last year’s maize and bean crops all resulting in a decline in 
harvests and causing a decrease in household reserves. These conditions 
are making households dependent on food purchases two months earlier 
than usual when the season of high prices has begun six months earlier 
than normal. Due to the risk that this situation poses to the food security 
of the poorest households, the government, jointly with the World Food 
Programme (WFP), has begun the delivery of 2,778.79 MT of food, which 
includes maize and bean grains, vegetable oil, and corn-soy-blend (CSB) 
covering only 15,000 families for two months. The Government of 
Guatemala still does not have the resources to cover needs during the 
annual lean season, which this year will last approximately five months in 
the eastern region and seven months in the highlands for 85 percent of 
the remaining families. International organizations are already targeting 
some families in these areas, as is the case in the dry corridor. As of June, 
the number of households that need food aid could further increase, 
especially the very poor and poor households in the western and eastern 
regions due to the low level of income and the depletion of food stocks 
since March.  
 
Election year activities begin in May, which may include the delivery of 
some inputs or other support that could benefit some households by 
partially filling some of their needs. These actions will take place 
throughout the country but they will not be a significant help to improve 
the food situation in the country. 
 
The North Transversal Corridor, Izabal, and Peten are a bean surplus area 
during the harvest from February to March, and a maize surplus area in April. Their yields are important to the national 
market supply. However, in the case of maize, a 10 percent decrease is expected compared to other years due to losses in 
the municipalities of San Luis and Poptun in the Department of Peten, which are important sources in the production of this 
grain. Also in April, the maize harvest from the southern areas and some eastern areas which use irrigation are expected to 
help the availability of the grain in the market, especially in the highlands.  
 
The cost of the basic food basket has had a two percent increase from December to the present date. In March it increased 
11 percent when compared to March of the previous year (Figure 4), with the cost of tortillas, bread, sugar, and oil showing 
the greatest increase to this date. These are the main products consumed by all households in the country. This situation 
makes access to food complicated at this time of year when the very poor and poor households completely depend on 
purchases.  
 
Maize prices have been rising in recent months by more than 30 percent in some regions of the country. This is due to crop 
losses nationwide, the low input of maize from Mexico that is expected to improve in July, as well as the arrival of products 
from the second harvest of Peten and some municipalities of Escuintla and Jutiapa in late April. There is availability of beans 
due to the March harvest in Peten, which keeps the supply and price stable. 
 
According to the last forecast from the Climate Forum of Central America (April), the rains will start in the second half of 
May in the central, Pacific littoral, northeastern, and Caribbean regions of the country, and in June rains will set in the 
northern region. The dry spell phenomenon is expected from July 10th to 20th.  

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

 
Source: MFEWS 

 
Figure 3. Most likely food security 
outcomes, July-September 2011 

 
Source: MFEWS 

For more information on the IPC Acute Food Insecurity 
Reference Table, please see: 
www.fews.net/FoodInsecurityScale 

http://www.fews.net/FoodInsecurityScale�
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The key assumptions for the most likely scenario from April 
through September are: 
 
• A reduction of up to 20 percent in income earned during the 

unskilled labor season in the cultivation of sugar cane and 
coffee due to the early end of cultivation (February), though 
it is normally in March. This will reduce food purchasing 
power for at least a month, especially in the case of very 
poor and poor households in the western, southern, and 
eastern regions of the country. 

• The hurricane season normally starts in June, so the 
formation of at least one or two cyclones near Central 
America is not excluded during this first part of the rainy 
season (May-July). 

• The annual lean season for the eastern and western regions 
started in March, when it should usually start in May/June, 
and will conclude in August/September. This will cause many 
members of households to migrate to other places in the 
northern and southern Mexican regions in August in search 
of sources of employment, when this usually takes place in 
October. 

• Grain availability is expected in national markets due to the 
harvest of the southern region, Transversal Corridor and 
Peten between April and May, and from Chiapas, Mexico in 
July. 

• The geopolitical problems in the Middle East, mainly in Egypt 
and Libya will influence the oil market from April to 
September, which will influence an increase in fuel prices 
and could therefore cause an indirect impact on the increase 
of food prices, knowing that they began to increase in early 2011 when they should normally begin to do so in June. 

• Although remittances have increased by four percent compared to March of last year, they will not respond 
significantly to the reduction in food insecurity. This will be the case as there are very few poor households which 
benefit from this type of income. 
 

The national scenario for the next six months does not show deterioration in the acute food insecurity situation in the north 
and south of the country. The poorest households have the reserves expected for a normal year and for being in the area 
where the country's agricultural activity takes place in crops such as sugar cane, rubber, pineapple, and African palm. There 
are greater job opportunities for households which depend on purchases and an increase of more than 15 percent is not 
foreseen in the price of basic grains in regards to the average over the last five years, which would greatly affect purchasing 
power. So households are expected to meet their food requirements, although they will resort to some normal response 
strategies, such as substitutions in diet and the sale of small animals. But starting in May, the scenario could change for the 
country's southern region as above-normal rains are forecasted, which could cause flooding and river overflows, directly 
affecting households living near riverbeds which could change the Stressed (IPC Phase 2) food insecurity conditions in some 
municipalities of this region. 
 
A contextual element that affects the livelihoods is lower crop yields. In the past, even extremely poor families used 
fertilizers. Since 2008, due to the food crisis and lack of fertilizer from the government, crop yields have fallen by nearly 
half, resulting in an increase in the number of households that depend on markets and the sale of labor to access food. 
These structural changes may worsen seasonal variations. 
 
East (particularly livelihood zone 8, which includes the departments of El Progreso, Santa Rosa, Chiquimula, Zacapa, 
Jalapa, and Jutiapa) 
This region has a population of approximately 184,333 households, 60 percent of which are part of the very poor and poor 
wealth groups. In addition, this region includes the departments that cover most of the dry corridor, an area which receives 
the least amount of precipitation in the country. For this reason, local farmers are more reluctant to risk their crops, so 

Figure 4. Basic food basket prices in Guatemala.  

 
Source: FEWS NET and INE 

 
Figure 5. Weather forecast for Central America, 
May-July 2011 

 
Source: Climate Forum of Central America 
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normal or above-normal rainfall could help many municipalities to improve crop yields, since most of their losses during 
previous harvests have been due to drought problems. In this area, 90 percent of the incomes of very poor households 
depend on the sale of agricultural labor, but households still depend on their own production for at least 10 percent. The 
consumption of very poor and poor households is made up of 50 to 75 percent in food purchases, particularly maize and 
beans. 
 
Some of the most relevant events that will affect this region during the next six months are: 
 
• The late delivery (July-August) of agricultural inputs by the government, which would result in poor fertilization of 

crops due to a lack of application or untimely application, thereby reducing the yields of basic grains which results in 
lower reserves at the household level. 

• The small amount of maize entering the region from Peten, which could result in the reduced availability of grain in the 
markets and, therefore, in a greater increase in the price of this grain. 

• Climate forecasts show a normal onset of rains (second part of May), with a high probability of above-average 
cumulative rainfall in the period from May to July. The availability of water for human consumption and agriculture will 
improve considerably with the onset of rains, favoring the production of the first harvest which takes place from 
August to September, and therefore, also the availability of food reserves by the end of 2011. More moisture in the soil 
and environment will also foster the growth of wild foods (amaranth, chipilin, loroco, squash, and others) for this 
period, which will help supplement the household diet. 

• In the period from April through September there will be a considerable reduction of employment options, which will 
force many families to migrate to other places like Peten and the southern coast in search of work to obtain income to 
purchase food as of July, when they normally would do this in October. 

• The reserves of the poorest households were depleted two months earlier than normal, anticipating the annual lean 
season which concludes in August. Therefore, these households will depend on purchases until the first harvest in 
August/September, thus increasing the need for income generation. 

• Increase in food prices five months earlier than usual, especially in maize, could continue until September due to poor 
grain input from Peten, price speculation and, indirectly, by the increase of fuel prices.  
 

Taking into consideration the aforementioned events, the food security scenario for this region during the next six months 
is as follows: at the beginning of the period covered by this outlook (April-May), it is expected that the poorest households 
in the region will meet their food needs because they have cash to purchase food to complement their diet. As a result of 
high prices and the reduction of their purchasing power, many households may try to decrease the size or number of meals, 
affecting the nutritional quality. Additionally, less money available in poor households will mean a reduction in the 
purchase of agricultural inputs for the first planting in May. Very poor households often lack the resources to purchase 
these inputs. On the other hand, a seasonal increase in morbidity due to respiratory and diarrheal diseases is expected in 
June, but these could remain within the seasonal parameters. 
 
Regarding the availability of, and access to, food, households can meet their food requirements during April and May, in 
some cases through the use of response strategies. From April the majority of this area is likely to experience Stressed (IPC 
Phase 2) food insecurity conditions as there are households that are dependent on foreign aid to meet their requirements 
as a result of crop losses suffered in 2009 and 2010, especially in Chiquimula, Zacapa, and Jutiapa. The next and remaining 
three months (May, June, and July), aid dependence will be greater as the annual lean season progresses, therefore some 
municipalities in the departments of Jalapa, Chiquimula, El Progreso, and Jutiapa could experience Crisis (IPC Phase 3) food 
insecurity conditions, as officially there are currently no resources to cover the emergency plan for this area. Starting in 
August, many very poor and poor households could return to Stressed (IPC Phase 2) food insecurity conditions, due to the 
maize harvest, but thus still be unable to cover their entire food requirements.  
 
Highlands (livelihood zone 5, especially households located on river banks and slopes) 
The food security and nutrition situation of the population in the highlands has started to deteriorate and is currently 
experiencing Stressed (IPC Phase 2) food insecurity conditions. This is due to a reduction of up to 20 percent in their income 
due to the early conclusion of the working season in zafra and coffee-cutting activities and maize crop losses of more than 
60 percent, making households dependent on purchases starting in March when this dependence usually starts in June. At 
the same time the income decreases, expenditures increase as a result of the high food prices. Farmers in this zone only 
have one basic grain production cycle per year due to the altitude of this area. This means that planting dates are relatively 
fixed (March/April) and do not have enough flexibility for delays.  
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Very poor and poor households in this zone depend heavily on purchases of maize and beans. This region is particularly 
deficient in its production of basic grains, even in a normal year, so it depends on surplus areas for staples, especially those 
areas on the south coast; southern Peten; the North Transversal Corridor; Chiapas, Mexico; and some zones in the eastern 
region. These products have not had a continuous flow into the zone as in previous years, especially for maize crops, due to 
agricultural losses left by the rains in 2010 throughout the country and the frosts that affected crops in Mexico. This year, 
all of this has caused the prices of food to start increasing five months earlier than normal. Weather forecasts indicate that 
precipitation will be above normal for most departments in this zone. This may contribute to landslides and damage maize 
and bean crops because most of these are planted on hillsides. Also, fertilization is important because of the poor quality of 
land, planting on steep slopes and the limited application of organic fertilizer. For this reason, untimely delivery of 
government-subsidized fertilizer may result in a decreased use of this input by farmers, who already planted their crops. 
This reduction will be reflected in the yields to be harvested later this year, though climatic conditions will be favorable. 
 
Income in poor and better-off wealth groups especially in the departments of Quetzaltenango and San Marcos, will depend 
on this outlook of the monthly income they get from remittances of which 42 percent is directed towards food purchases 
22 percent is used for the purchase of agricultural inputs, and the remaining is used for medicines, the purchase of land, 
and education. The very poor depend on agricultural labor and the season of increased demand for unskilled labor ended in 
February (a month earlier than normal), decreasing household incomes by up to 20 percent. In this regard, the very poor 
and poor households can currently procure food to meet their requirements through purchase, at least until June. 
 
Some of the most relevant events that will affect this region during the next semester are: 
 
• According to historical data, it is expected that in April the amount of income from remittances increases, helping a 

number of poor households to buy food to meet their food needs. Nevertheless, this will not be a significant help to 
reduce food insecurity. 

• Late delivery (April-June) of agricultural inputs by the government, which would result in poor fertilization of crops due 
to a lack of application or untimely application, thereby reducing the yields of basic grains, which would result in lower 
reserves at the household level. 

• The provision of basic grains to markets in the region will be secured with the input of the bean harvest in Peten and 
the maize from the North Transversal Corridor and Peten in April and also from Mexico in July. This will help improve 
grain availability in markets. 

• In the period of April through September there is always a considerable reduction of employment options which will 
force many families to migrate to other places like Peten and the southern coast and Chiapas, Mexico, in search of 
agricultural labor to obtain income to purchase food. 

• The reserves of the poorest households were depleted three months earlier than normal, anticipating the annual lean 
season, which concludes with the maize harvest. Therefore, these households will depend on purchases until the 
harvest in December, thus increasing the need for income generation. 

• Climate forecasts show a normal onset of rains (third week of April), with a high probability of above-normal 
cumulative rainfall in the period from May to June. 

• An increase in food prices five months earlier than normal, especially in the case of maize, could continue until 
November. 

 
Taking into consideration the aforementioned events, the food security scenario for this region during the next six months 
is as follows: In the first quarter, poor households will experience Stressed (IPC Phase 2) food insecurity condtions as they 
are able to meet their food requirements through purchases of food until May, as this year food shortages began in 
February, three months earlier than normal. Starting in June, some households in extreme poverty will experience Crisis 
(IPC Phase 3) food insecurity conditions. 
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Table 1. Less likely events over the next six months that could change the above scenario 
 

Area Event Impact  on food security results 

National  The extension of the early July 
dry spell across the country 

It would cause a decline in maize production mainly affecting the 
eastern region which would increase the price of maize throughout the 
country due to low supply on the market. The price increases would 
affect very poor and poor households in the country, making them 
completely dependent on food aid or raising the cases of severe acute 
malnutrition.  

National 

The amount of maize from the 
southern region, Peten, and 
Mexico does not increase 
from April to July 

The reduction in the availability of grain on the national market due to 
this year’s losses will not be compensated and the prices would 
increase even more, making economic access to food difficult for the 
poorest households. 

National Volatility of international 
prices and fuel prices  

The price increases would create more speculation in the markets, 
which would affect very poor and poor households making them 
completely dependent on food aid or raising the cases of severe acute 
malnutrition. 

 


