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1.0 Huge rainfall deficits reported in drought-prone areas during May 
 
Exceptionally poor rainfall in most areas of the country during May followed the heavy rains of 
April, raising serious concerns in specific areas where rainfall had also failed in April.  The 
drought-prone areas of Coast and Eastern Provinces 
and the southern Maasai rangelands are among the 
worst affected.  If things do not improve, this will be 
the fourth poor season in a row for the coastal 
districts, continuing a streak that began with the long-
rains of 2003. May rains have also been poor in the 
eastern pastoral districts. 
 
Figure 1 shows marked rainfall anomalies in most 
areas of the country during May, with the exception 
of southwestern pastoral districts in Samburu, 
Marsabit and Turkana, where May rainfall was near 
to above-normal.  The initial reduction in May 
rainfall was a respite from the torrential April 
rainfall, and was particularly welcome in Western 
Kenya and the flooded areas around Lake Victoria. 
However, as the dry spell extended throughout the 
whole month of May it has become increasingly 
detrimental to both crop and livestock production 
prospects.  
 
One indication of the worsening production prospects 
is the below normal vegetation level shown in the Normalized Difference Vegetative Index (NDVI) 
for the southeastern areas, the Lake region and northeastern Kenya.  In spite of poor cumulative 
May rains, vegetation remains fair to good in the western half of the country, attributed to an early 
start to the long-rains season coupled with good rains through April. 

Figure 1: Cumulative Rainfall May 1-31, 
2004, Compared to Normal 

Source of Data: NOAA        Graphics: FEWS NET/Kenya 

Highlights 
 

• Exceptionally poor May rainfall signals increasing risk of production shortfalls. 
• Serious food insecurity in Turkana District is worsened by delayed deliveries. 
• Crop losses in the marginal areas dampen optimistic outlook. 
• Aflatoxin poisoning kills around 80 people in the marginal agricultural areas. 
• High maize prices remain due to the anticipated shortfall from July to October. 
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2.0 Delays in food delivery exacerbate food insecurity in Turkana and Marsabit  
 
Serious food shortages continued in Turkana District.  Food distributions were delayed, and an 
estimated 125,000 people (out of the 181,000 who are estimated to need emergency food assistance) 
had still not received their food allocation by the third week of May.  OXFAM/GB was able to 
distribute food to most of 56,000 (of the 181,000), including a full supplementary food ration for the 
under 12-year olds. In addition, a number of other agencies are carrying out significant relief 
activities, including the following: UNICEF is supporting the Diocese of Lodwar in reaching 5,000 
children in a wet feeding centre; MSF/Belgium is running a Therapeutic Feeding Centre in the 
worst-affected areas, where 220 children have been admitted; and the Christian Children Fund has 
distributed food to the worst-affected in Turkwell and Loima divisions. 
 
World Vision International (WVI) encountered substantial logistical problems it its distribution 
attempts, including a delay in finalizing distribution plans; a delay in concluding agreements 
between the GoK and WVI; problems transporting food from the National Cereals and Produce 
Board (NCPB) depot after a crucial bridge collapsed; and insufficient quantities of food.   Although 
food distribution has now started, beginning with the worst areas, the delay will only deepen the 
effects of an already critical situation: rates of child malnutrition are well over the World Health 
Organization's Global Acute Malnutrition Rate critical threshold of 15 percent, exceeding 20 
percent in all areas where the distribution was intended to take place. While the GoK expects to 
meet its pledge to supply maize to both Turkana and Marsabit Districts, close to 50 percent of the 
GoK’s beans and vegetable oil pledge has not been resourced.  
 
To make matters worse in Turkana District, an estimated 20,000 pastoralists returned prematurely 
from Uganda following severe raids.   An estimated 5,000 herd of livestock were lost in the raids, 
rendering some of these pastoralists destitute.  
 
The May rainfall deficits will only add to the problems, creating pasture and water supply problems 
in several pastoral districts, including Mandera, Wajir, Southern Garissa, Ijara, Tana River,  
Baringo, Narok and Kajiado.  The Arid Lands and Resource Management Project (ALRMP) has 
reported that pastoralists residing in the worst affected areas have begun moving to dry season 
grazing areas at least one month earlier than usual.  While the vegetation is still fair in most of these 
districts, availability of water is already problematic.  The ALRMP has indicated that the western 
part of Mandera District is worst affected and tensions among pastoralists is rising with diminishing 
water availability.  Should the rains fail to resume, the long-rains season will have ended one and a 
half months earlier-than-usual, forestalling the recovery process in the eastern pastoral districts and 
worsening the existing food security crisis in the northern pastoral districts. 
 
In response to worsening conditions and assuming that rains have now ended, the KFSSG has 
developed a preliminary contingency plan.  An estimated 1.34 million persons in the pastoral 
agropastoral and marginal agricultural areas will likely become highly food insecure.  Many of 
these are currently moderately food insecure.  This population will require 100,000 MT of food 
commodities for six months, at a 50 percent ration, except in Turkana district where a 75 percent 
ration is planned for. 
 
3.0 Crop prospects increasingly unfavorable in marginal areas; good in key areas  
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The Ministry of Agriculture (MoA) has reported that planting is complete in all arable areas of the 
country.  The final area planted to maize for the long rains season is 1.1 million hectares, consistent 
with normal hectarage, and nearly 10 percent higher than during the past three years; most of this 
increase is attributed to the key growing areas of the Rift Valley Province and is due to favorable 
producer prices during the past year and a half coupled with generally good start-up rains.  The 

national increase obscures local 
shortfalls, however; only 40 percent 
of expected hectarage was planted 
in Coast Province and 70 percent in 
Nyanza Province due to initial 
delays in the start of season 
followed by subsequent erratic 
rains.  
  
Figure 2 illustrates the varying crop 
conditions across the key arable 
areas.  Poor long-rains have resulted 
in the estimated loss of close to 5 
percent of initially projected 
national maize output; close to 80 
percent of the crop in the Coast 
Province has reached the permanent 
wilting point.  In addition, the south 
Rift, the lowlands of Nyanza, and 
Eastern and Central Provinces are 
likely to incur significant crop 

losses if rains fail to resume by the middle of June.   Around 20 percent of expected national output 
is at risk currently.  The rest of the crop in the Rift Valley, Western and the highlands of Nyanza, 
Eastern and Central Provinces is in favorable condition.   
 
Two critical factors combine to suggest that a significant national deficit might emerge during the 
July-October period.  First, because of the poor May rains, the MoA has reduced its projection for 
the 2004 long-rains season maize from 2.3 million MT to 2.03 million MT, which is closer to the 
1993-’02 average output.  In addition, the combination of excessive April rains followed by a dry 
May has limited bean yields, and it is expected now that only 1.35 million MT of beans will be 
harvested instead of the anticipated 1.8 million MT.  Second, the maize harvest will now be delayed 
by up to one month following the late season onset in the early-harvesting areas of southwestern 
Kenya.  
 
Despite the lowered production estimates, the national projected cereal deficit dropped to just under 
30,000 MT for the period prior to the start of the harvest in August as a result of a 40,000 MT 
import from Uganda and an additional 20,000 MT that was purchased by local millers instead of 
being exported to Tanzania, as originally intended.  Imported cereals remain a small fraction of the 
monthly national consumption totals, even though maize imports from Uganda and Tanzania are 
expected to continue through the beginning of the Kenya harvest.  
 

 

Source of Data: NOAA/USGS                 Graphics: USGS/GHA  

Fig. 2: Maize Crop Conditions  Based on the Water 
Requirement Satisfaction Index (WRSI) 
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Maize stocks at the NCPB currently stand at 90,000 MT.  Of this total, 63,000 MT constitutes the 
Strategic Grain Reserve (SGR) and 27,000 is intended for the famine relief fund.  The GoK plans to 
purchase all the maize from the SGR and transfer it to the famine relief fund due to an anticipated 
rapid rise in food needs, outlined in the preliminary contingency plan.   
 
3.1 Consumption of infected maize leads to deaths in Makueni and Kitui Districts 
 
During May, a reported 80 persons died after consuming maize that was found to have been 
infected with aflatoxins, toxic metabolites produced by certain fungi in or on foods.  These deaths 
occurred initially in the drought-prone Makueni, Kitui Districts and have now extended to the 
marginal agricultural Mbeere and Thika Districts.  Two likely sources of the poisoned maize were 
identified: i) locally produced maize that was harvested too quickly (and not properly dried) when 
the 2004 long rains started early; and ii) maize purchased in Uganda.  The GoK has destroyed the 
remaining infected maize at the household and market levels and is distributing initially 900 MT of 
maize and beans to an estimated 240,000 persons in these two districts, to compensate for some of 
the losses.  During the first week of June, the GoK pledged to distribute an additional 900 MT of 
maize and 270 MT of beans to each of the affected districts. 
 
4.0 Imminent maize deficit sustains the upward pressure on maize prices 
 
Maize prices continued to rise through May in most markets across the country.  Limited cross 
border imports and the re-routing of potential exports back to local markets somewhat moderated 
prices in some markets.  Nevertheless, the May 2004 maize price is 30-50 percent higher than the 
1998-’02 average price in the main reference markets.  Surprisingly the price of maize was nearly 
50 percent higher than the 1998-’02 average in the key supply markets of Eldoret and Kitale during 
May, attributed to the fact that buyers who would otherwise be purchasing maize from local 
markets supplied by the short-
rains harvest turned instead to 
these primary markets, since the 
short rains harvest was 
inadequate.   
 
Figure 3 supports the price data 
from other reference markets, 
illustrating that Nairobi’s May 
maize price is 30 percent higher 
than normal. The Nairobi market 
is an important market, with 30 
percent of national industrial 
milled maize processed in the 
capital and supplied to the large 
urban population and throughout 
the country.  The price of a 2-kg bag of milled maize is retailing at Ksh. 54 instead of the normal 
Ksh. 32, a clear indication of the loss of purchasing power for both rural and urban households, the 
overwhelming majority of whom are net purchasers of food. 
 

Figure 3: Comparative Maize Prices in Nairobi 
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A gradual rise in maize prices is expected to continue through June, after which the rate of increase 
is expected to accelerate as the deficit becomes apparent.  The MoA is proposing that the 25 percent 
duty levied on imported maize be suspended during the July-September period to facilitate maize 
importing.   
 
5.0 Conclusion 
 
The May rainfall deficits came at a crucial stage of the 2004 production season.  Production 
estimates for short-cycle crops, which were at critical development stages, have already been 
revised downwards, by 10 for maize and 25 percent for beans.  The expected shortfalls will increase 
prices, further decreasing the already-inadequate purchasing capacities of the worst-affected 
households, principally in the coastal and northwestern pastoral areas.   If the long rains stop early, 
the recovery process in eastern pastoral areas will be halted, and the crisis in northern pastoral areas 
will deepen.  Subsequently, immediate mitigation activities are recommended in order to prevent 
food shortages for large numbers of additional people.  


