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MALI Food Security Outlook Update November 2010 
Terms of trade for livestock/grain favor pastoralists 

 

• Good pasture and water conditions has led to 
above-normal animal body conditions in the 
pastoral and transhumance areas in the north, 
increasing the market value of animals and 
livestock-to-cereal terms of trade for pastoralists. 
 

• The good 2010/11 harvest will be above that of 
2009/10, which was about 4.7 million MT according 
to CILSS. 
 

• The majority of poor households have no acute food 
insecurity from November 2010 to March 2011 
given high supply on cereal markets and falling 
prices. They will not resort to coping strategies.  

 
Update of the outlook through March of 2011  
 
Harvest forecasts, borne out by qualitative assessments 
of the 2010/11 growing season (for rainfed and off-
season crops) based on the field monitoring activities of 
all national food security agencies and the good rainfall 
outlook for the period from July through September of 
this year, put grain production not only above the five-
year average but at record levels, along the lines of the 
2007/08 harvest. Harvests in southern crop-producing 
areas will help bolster grain availability on markets in 
northern grain-short areas.  
 
The north is largely dependent on income from 
livestock-raising activities. Members of poor and very 
poor households are paid in cash or in kind to care for 
the herds of middle-income and wealthy households. 
The combined effects of falling grain prices in the face of 
the good harvest and of the good outlook for pasture 
and water availability are helping to improve the 
situation of all poor households in food-short areas of 
northern Mali.  
 
Grain availability in areas of concern in livelihood zones 2 
(nomadic and transhumant pastoralism) and 4 (millet 
and transhumant livestock rearing) has been bolstered by supplies of wild fonio. This year’s large output of wild plant foods 
such as wild fonio is helping to improve food availability for the poor in pastoral areas across the country. 
 

Figure 1. Current food security map for November and 
December 2010  

 
Source: FEWS NET  

 
Figure 2. Most likely food security scenario for January 
through March 2011 

 
Source: FEWS NET 
For more information on FEWS NET’s Food Insecurity Severity Scale, please 
see: www.fews.net/FoodInsecurityScale 

http://www.fews.net/FoodInsecurityScale�
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A breakdown of the current levels of the institutional grain reserves administered by the Malian Produce Board (OPAM) 
totaling approximately 43,000 metric tons puts the national food security reserve at 20,000 MT, commercial inventories at 
255 MT, and the national intervention stock at 23,000 MT. Most likely, some of these institutional reserves will be 
replenished between December and February, which should keep farm-gate prices relatively stable throughout this stock-
building period.  
 
Residents of these areas are not currently facing acute food 
insecurity thanks to assistance programs mounted by the 
government and its partners between May and September. 
The most likely food security scenario in areas of concern 
for the period from November 2010 to March 2011 is 
based on the following general hypotheses and 
assumptions: 
• Nationwide grain production will be up sharply from 

last year and well above the five-year average thanks 
to an unusually good growing season; 

• A large availability of water and inputs (seeds and 
fertilizer) for off-season crops will help promote the 
use of local labor (primarily from poor and very poor 
households), providing a large share of the income 
used by these households to buy grain;  

• Better than usual pastoral (grazing and watering) 
conditions will help boost income from livestock sales 
during the Tabaski holiday period, particularly for poor 
households; 

• The average decline in coarse grain prices between 
their August peak and their low point in 
December/January is steepest in surplus crop-
producing areas, or between 30 and 40 percent in 
Koulikoro and Ségou and between 20 and 25 percent 
in Sikasso and Kayes. With this year’s record harvest, 
prices could fall more than usual, as they did in 
2008/09, which was a record crop year;  

• In contrast to the situation in 2009 when the poor 
harvest in the eastern Sahel created a deficit 
mentality, with the overall record harvest in this 
region, price trends will be closer to trends in 2008 
prices at the same time of year. Thus, the rise in prices 
between December and February/March, averaging around 5 percent in food-short areas and as much as 20 percent in 
crop-producing areas, will be smaller than usual;  

• Rising international market prices for wheat and rice should have no effect on most poor and very poor households, 
which will not be forced to rely on these grains for sustenance in 2010/11 thanks to this year’s good harvests. 

 
Livelihood zone 2 (Nomadic and transhumant pastoralism) in the Gao, Timbuktu, and Kidal regions 
 
After a very tough year marked by poorer than usual pastoral conditions, up until the month of September, households in 
this livelihood zone lacked the resources to meet their basic food needs. Poor households still have some small animals, but 
the size of their herds has been cut by 10 to 20 percent, requiring the replacement of lost animals, which will take one to 
two years. Poor and very poor households are currently gathering wild fonio and have enough wage income from local 
employment with middle-income and wealthy households (as caretakers for their herds, in market gardening activities, 
etc.) to buy grain. They are not reliant on livestock sales to earn a living at this time of year. Household debt ratios are close 
to normal. Most households are presently paying off their loans. Poor and very poor households are currently buying grain 
on local markets at relatively low prices compared with any other time of year. The food security assessment as of the end 

Figure 4. Mali Livelihood zone map  

Source: FEWS NET 
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of November shows no food deficits. Nor are households currently dependent on humanitarian aid or negative coping 
strategies to meet their food needs. The latest information puts malnutrition rates in line with seasonal averages. 
 
The most likely food security scenario for this livelihood zone is based on the following assumptions: 

• There will be good pastoral conditions between now and March in terms of the availability of pasture and watering 
holes for livestock; 

• Milk production levels between November of this year and March of next year will be below-normal; 
• The depletion of animal herds during the course of this past year will leave pastoralists with fewer animals to sell 

on the market between March and May, during the 2011 lean season in pastoral areas; 
• There will be less income from craft sales with the decline in tourism due to the persistent civil security problems 

in this area throughout the outlook period. 
 
The good pastoral conditions in this livelihood zone should help keep animals put and hasten the return of transhumant 
animals leaving the area in June/July of next year, with reports of normal herd movements within the area towards salt 
meadows for salt cures. Together with the good availability of watering holes for livestock, they will also keep animals in 
good physical shape, requiring the expenditure of fewer resources for the feeding and watering of livestock between March 
and June. Animal herds will be traveling shorter distances in search of pasture and water and there will be few disputes 
over watering holes. The market value of livestock will go up, enabling households to pay off outstanding loans and to buy 
grain at affordable prices (under the five-year average) between now and February of next year. 
 
As usual, the seasonal decline in milk consumption will increase grain consumption and reduce income from sales of milk 
and dairy products between November and February.  
 
The smaller numbers of animals earmarked for sale will mean less income from livestock sales, less pressure on available 
pasture supplies and fewer disputes over pasturelands. The decline in tourism as a result of the civil security threats in this 
area will reduce income from craft sales by poor households for the purchasing of grain. The normal assistance programs 
conducted by certain partners such as the WFP and Intermon OXFAM (food for work, food for training, cash for work, 
distributions of food rations to the poor, etc.) will continue to operate as usual. Current nutritional assistance programs will 
also continue to operate, but on a smaller than usual scale. The government has no plans for any other large-scale 
assistance programs for poor and very poor households between November of this year and March of next year. 
 
Livelihood recovery (herd rebuilding) programs for poor and very poor households will be given top priority in 2010/2011. 
The herds of these households will be reduced to one or two small animals between November and February. After such a 
difficult year, it is common practice for youths unaccustomed to caring for livestock to help out other working household 
members by migrating to farming or urban areas in February/March of next year as a way to bring in extra income.  
 
With local employment providing enough disposable income to buy grain, grain markets functioning normally and, thus, 
helping to ensure that the area is regularly supplied with grain by traders from southern crop-producing areas, the eating of 
three meals a day, no need for outside aid, and malnutrition approaching or under the seasonal norm for the outlook 
period, most poor and very poor households should not face acute food insecurity between now and March of next year. In 
fact, their basic food needs are being met without resorting to negative coping strategies or relying on food aid. 
 
Livelihood zone 4 (millet and transhumant livestock rearing) in the Gao region 
 
The grain reserves of poor and very poor households from on-farm production as of the end of this growing season could 
postpone their market dependence for two to three months, which is one month longer than usual. Fresh crops currently 
being used for household consumption could last until the end of December, after which grain supplies for household 
consumption will need to be purchased on the market. The levels of household reserves and trader inventories are above-
average. The government’s institutional grain reserves in this livelihood zone, stored in Gao, consist of 2,188 MT of grain 
from the national food security reserve, 71 MT of commercial inventories, and 1,100 MT of grain from the government 
intervention stock. 
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Local markets in this area are well-stocked with local crops, consisting mainly of grain crops from southern farming areas. 
Retail prices for millet in this livelihood zone are six percent lower than last season and five percent above the five-year 
average.  
 
A look at current conditions in pastoral areas shows above-average pasture availability for livestock, a normal presence of 
animal herds from Niger, continuing until May/June of next year, average milk availability between now and January of next 
year, animals in good physical condition, and livestock prices above the five-year average and even higher than last year 
through the end of the outlook period and beyond. Poor and very poor households are currently paying off debts incurred 
between January and May of this year (which were larger than usual due to the harsh lean season for pastoralists). 
 
Current farming activities involve the harvesting of grain crops, which has been underway since October, and the tending of 
market garden crops. In the case of market gardening activities, normally, demand for local labor furnished by the very poor 
peaks at the beginning of the growing season, which was between October and November of this year. Harvests of market 
garden crops run from December through March, peaking in January/February, providing wage income for very poor 
households without enough able-bodied workers to engage in migration and, thus, especially dependent on available local 
employment. As usual, normal seasonal labor migration by poor and middle-income households to the city (to regional 
capitals such as Mopti, Kayes, Ségou, Sikasso, and Bamako) began in October and should end sometime in June of next year. 
Most households are currently in the process of repaying loans incurred during the lean season in farming areas.  
 
The national early warning system (SAP) conducted health and nutrition and socioeconomic surveys of residents of the Gao, 
Kidal, and Timbuktu regions in July and August of this year in conjunction with UNICEF and the Malian Red Cross. The 
findings from these surveys put acute malnutrition rates at 10.3 percent in Kidal, 16.7 percent in the Gao area classified as 
food-insecure, and 5.5 percent in the Gourma area of Gao and Timbuktu classified as an economic hardship area. The 
current seasonal decline in these rates is in line with the downturn in admissions to health facilities.  
 
The government helped approximately 51,000 residents of this millet-producing and transhumant pastoral area during the 
lean season in farming areas through distributions of free grain aid and sales of animal feed to pastoralists at subsidized 
prices extending into the month of September. However, household consumption of on-farm production has been the 
norm in this area since the middle of September, with an above-average availability of grain and wild plant foods (wild fonio, 
Indian sandbur (Cenchrus biflorus), etc.) compared with a standard year. 
 
Most households are not suffering from acute food insecurity. They are not dependent on humanitarian aid and are not 
resorting to any special strategies to obtain their food supplies.  
 
The most likely food security scenario for this millet-producing and transhumant pastoral area is based on the following 
underlying assumptions: 

• Markets will be well-stocked with crops from southern farming areas as of January; 
• Grain prices will move in line with normal seasonal trends, with prices stabilizing or trending downwards 

between November and December of this year. According to the most common price trends for the past five 
years, prices should be stable between January and April of next year; 

• Good grain availability and grain access on local markets should ensure normal food consumption by poor and 
very poor households; 

• There will be a normal pattern of return migration by transhumant animals leaving the area at the beginning 
of the rainy season in June/July of this and next year; 

• The outlook for harvests of off-season crops between December of this year and March of next year is good in 
the face of good water availability; 

• There will be good pasture and water availability for the feeding and watering of livestock between now and 
March of next year. 

 
The good harvest prospects for off-season crops and the growing numbers of producers and larger areas planted in crops 
this year should help increase demand for labor for crop maintenance. This, in turn, will boost the annual incomes of very 
poor households (which supply the local labor for the gardens and irrigation schemes of middle-income and wealthy 
households). Moreover, a large availability of market garden produce will help diversify the local diet and significantly 
improve the nutritional quality of household meals. 
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Good pasture and water availability for the feeding and watering of livestock is helping to maintain animals in good physical 
condition with fewer expenditures on feed and water, raising their market value, and improving terms of trade for 
grain/livestock from the standpoint of pastoralists, who should be able to buy grain at affordable prices at least until 
February of next year. Livestock in all pastoral areas will need only travel short distances in search of pasture and water. 
Thus, animals should be in good physical condition, and there should be few disputes over watering holes.  
 
Given the unique situation in this area and the importance of livestock-raising, efforts to help poor and very poor 
households rebuild their depleted herds after the harsh 2009 lean season for pastoralists will be given top priority between 
November of this year and June of next year. Normal humanitarian aid programs will continue to operate, including food-
for-work, food-for-training, cash–for-work, and ongoing nutritional assistance programs (food supplementation, treatment 
programs, etc.) 
 
Most poor and very poor households will be able to meet their food needs unaided and without resorting to any special 
strategies between November and March and, as such, should face no acute food insecurity during the outlook period. 
 
Table 1. Less likely events liable to change the food security scenarios described above in the next six months 

Area Event Effects on food security conditions 

Nationwide 

Problems with the elections in 
Côte d’Ivoire and Guinea. 

• Influx of refugees into the southern part of the country, creating 
unrest and disrupting the supply chain in northern food-short 
areas; 

• Slow-down in remittances from these countries;  
• Return of large numbers of Malian citizens residing in these 

countries, giving certain poor and very poor households even 
more mouths to feed.  

Widespread brush fires on a 
considerably larger than 
average scale (affecting 
livelihood zones 8, 9, 12, and 
parts of zone 11) 

• Degradation of herbaceous and woody pasture, creating grazing 
problems for livestock;  

• Destruction of wild plant products providing substantial 
amounts of income for very poor households;  

• Earlier than usual migration by livestock to better pasturelands, 
putting pressure on receiving areas and leading to fighting. 

Livelihood 
zone 2 

(nomadic and 
transhumant 
pastoralism) 

Civil security threat from the 
AQMI (Al-Qaida in Islamic 
North Africa) 

• Restrictions on the movement of persons, goods, and livestock; 
• Fresh outbreak of crime 

Livelihood 
zone 4 (millet 

and 
transhumant 

livestock-
rearing) 

Mass arrival of livestock herds 
from Niger beginning in 
November/December 
 

• Degradation of local pasturelands between January and March; 
• High probability of disputes over pasturelands and watering 

holes throughout the outlook period, with a continuing presence 
of these herds until March. 

Ethnic fighting 
 

• Population displacement; 
• Fresh outbreak of crime; 
• Disruption of herd movements. 

Abnormal subregional demand 
for grain from Niger and/or 
Mali 

• Likely rise in market prices in this area; 
• Less grain access for market-dependent poor households.  
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Seasonal calendar and critical events 
 

 
Source: FEWS NET 

 


