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Seasonal trends have generally resumed; food access continues to improve 

 

KEY MESSAGES  

 Despite the persistence of civil insecurity and the 
residual effects of conflict in northern Mali since 
March, 2012, the status quo of the gradual recovery 
of economic activities continues. This has allowed 
trade and commercial networks to adapt and assure 
staple food market supplies. The precarious 
appearance of calm and stability has also promoted 
the gradual recovery of market-based income-earning 
activities.  

 Throughout Mali, cereals production during the 
2012/13 season has been deemed greater than 
average. In the North, this is particularly the case in 
Timbuktu, where irrigated rice production is 
estimated to be 20 percent greater than average. 
However, production of submerged rice decreased, 
particularly in parts of Gao, where production 
estimates are more than 40 percent below average, 
due to important losses from localized flooding.  

 Throughout West Africa, cereals prices resumed their 
seasonal downward trends beginning in September 
and October, 2012. Millet prices are generally 
following their seasonal trends at both a national and 
regional level, but remain greater than their 
respective five-year average levels. This is despite 
recently price decreases on many markets. Local rice 
prices on the other hand have approached their 
average levels, particularly in areas supplied by the 
surplus-producing irrigated zone of Timbuktu. 

 Agropastoral household market dependence has 
reached its annual minimum levels in line with 
seasonal trends. Currently, these households have 
access to their own production and in-kind payments 
from day labor. In addition, purchasing power has 
improved given recent cereals price decreases, 
improving terms of trade, and the gradual recovery of 
income-earning opportunities and cash transfers via 
standard channels.  

 
 
 

Figure I.  Select Markets in Northern Mali 

 

Source: SAP, FEWS NET 

 

Figure 2.  Millet Prices in Select Markets (FCFA/kg) 

 

Source: SAP, OMA, key informants 

Since August 2012, FEWS NET has been regularly collecting information on the availability and accessibility of staple foods in northern Mali from four independent 

sources: representatives from NGOs operating in Northern Mali, the local market information system (OMA), the local early warning system (SAP) and 

interviews with key informants in Gao, Kidal, Timbuktu, and Mopti. Key informants are generally asked open-ended questions about current levels of food 

availability and observed prices as well as other notable market behavior (e.g. livestock, labor, and financial).  
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CONTEXT 

Northern Mali is structurally deficit in staple food production. Market supplies are typically sourced through local 
production, millet, and rice from Southern Mali (e.g. Mopti, San, and Bankass) and Niger and rice, wheat flour, and pasta 
from Algeria (Figure 1). Agropastoral populations and poor laborers typically meet their consumption needs during the 
months of October through January through their own production and in-kind payments, thereby reducing the need for 
market purchases. In the region of Kidal, households are market-dependent year-round, relying heavily on livestock and 
animal by-products as food and income sources, as well as trade with neighboring Algeria.  

As the 2012/13 agricultural season ends, cereal production increased by an estimated 20 percent compared to average in 
the region of Timbuktu (preliminary assessment report, Regional Directorate of Agriculture Timbuktu, 2012). Cases of 
exceptional floods recorded in Niger River basin in parts of northern Mali resulted in significant, localized losses of 
submerged rice, resulting in reduced rice production, especially in Gao (preliminary assessment report Regional Directorate 
of Agriculture Gao, 2012). 

In October, 2012, FEWS NET reported that marketing networks quickly adapted to the reality of conflict and temporary 
disruptions to economic activities through an increasing reliance on tertiary marketing systems. For example, imports of 
staples foods from Algeria have increased and continue to contribute to market supplies in the regions of Gao and Kidal. 
Traders have also adjusted their marketing strategies by reducing the levels of stocks maintained on site, particularly in the 
urban areas of the North. 

Since October, trade flows have improved as trade via fishing boats along the Niger Rice increased. These, along with 
modest supplies that continue to be traded along alternative trading routes are sufficient to meet local demand, with 
essentially no shortages reported. Staple food imports and livestock exports to neighboring countries continue as they do 
normally. Cereals prices have decreased on many markets due to good harvests in progress, but price levels remain high on 
many markets and above their respective five-year average, particularly for millet. 

Seasonal wage labor, petty trade opportunities, and cash transfers remain the primary sources of income available. 
Above-average production levels and increased livestock prices along with livestock co-products (milk, butter) sales are 
improving household incomes. The exodus of able-bodied workers, typical at this time of year, provides households with 
additional opportunities to meet staple food needs. Seasonal migrants rarely rely on formal banking systems to remit 
income. Rather, cash and in-kind transfers are made via transport companies or private traders and businessmen (who have 
continued their activities) or once migrants return home at the start of the growing season.  

Staple food availability continues to improve with supplies from the good harvests in progress, continued humanitarian 
assistance, the availability of milk, farming, and fishing opportunities, good grazing conditions, and decreasing cereal prices 
since September. In the post-harvest period, at least 80 percent of the population in northern Mali is able to meet or 
exceed their dietary needs by December. A comprehensive review of the situation is available in the October to March 2013 
FEWS NET food security outlook. 

FOOD PRICES 

Price trends in northern Mali are following regional trends, with cereal prices generally declining in the current post-
harvest period. However, prices remain high, especially for millet, compared to their respective five-year average levels. 
Local rice prices, however, have decreased significantly, approaching their respective average levels on some markets. 

Retail millet prices in the North were stable or down from previous months (Figure 2). Prices fell approximately 20 
percent between October and November in the markets in Timbuktu, Gao, and Douentza due to the arrival of supplies on 
markets from ongoing harvests and seasonal decreases in household-level market demand. In Mopti and other regional 
capitals in the country, millet prices declined or remained stable due to the relatively slow arrival of supplies on markets, 
despite ongoing harvests. These prices are 50 percent above-average on the markets in Douentza, Rharous, and Mopti and 
15 and 37 percent above-average in Timbuktu and Gao, respectively, and remain slightly higher than in 2011. Some 
northern markets have been characterized for a number of years by a very limited number of traders, such as in Rharous, 
which has contributed to upward price trends there.  

 

http://www.fews.net/docs/Publications/Mali_SR_NorthernMarkets_101112.pdf
http://www.fews.net/docs/Publications/ML_OL_2012_10_en.pdf
http://www.fews.net/docs/Publications/ML_OL_2012_10_en.pdf
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In most of the North and in the regions of 

Timbuktu and Mopti, rice is the preferred staple food of 

local populations. Local rice price trends therefore play an 
important role in household food access.  Overall, rice 
prices are slightly higher than the respective five-year 
average levels and remain relatively stable, except in 
Mopti and Timbuktu, where prices fell approximately 10 
percent between October and November due to increased 
production levels in Timbuktu, which are now beginning to 
arrive on markets (Figure 3). These prices are generally 
lower than those recorded during the same period in 2011. 
The exception to this general trends is in Mopti, where local 
prices remain higher than their respective five-year average 
levels due to the persistent and strong demand from urban 
populations, who rely nearly entirely on markets to meet 
their staple food needs, as well as the availability of the 
relatively expensive Gambiaca rice variety from the Office 
du Niger. 

In the pastoral region of Kidal, where households depend 
on the market throughout the year, the prices of imported Algerian foodstuffs remained stable and declined slightly in 
November with the end of the rains which has facilitated transport—particularly for wheat flour, pasta, milk and vegetable, 
still available on the different markets.   

MARKET SUPPLIES OF CEREALS 

The relative calm since July and August has allowed for the slow recovery of normal staple food marketing channels, 
which continue to function despite residual, localized insecurity. Traders have been prudent regarding the volumes of 
staple foods transported and stored due to the relatively uncertain security situation, particularly in urban areas. In 
addition, some of the marketing obstacles that existed prior to the conflict have been reduced, such as the number of 
police and customs checkpoints.  With that said, the insurgents present in Northern Mali have recently limited re-exports 
of relatively inexpensive Algerian imports to neighboring countries (Niger and Burkina Faso).  Key informants believe that 
those trade channels will generally continue, but may alter their routes (for example rather than exports of wheat flour, 
pasta, and oil flowing directly from Gao to Niger, they would be first transported to Ansongo, off loaded, and then loaded 
onto Nigerien trucks).    

Currently, the markets of Timbuktu and Gao are well supplied with the arrival local rice harvests. A recent influx of 
traders from Mopti, Gao and even Niger on weekly markets in Timbuktu is attributed to the relative abundance of rice 
production this year and favorable price levels. Flows of local rice from Timbuktu to Mopti are more pronounced this year 
because of both low prices and relatively easy access, particularly via the zone’s waterways.  

The high level of the Niger River has improved market access via small fishing boats (pinasses) for a longer than usual and 
has facilitated the arrival of market supplies to some remote markets of the Niger River Delta (especially Niafunké, Diré, 
Rharous, Ansongo, and Bourem in area of Timbuktu and Gao). Imports from Algeria have increased with the end of the 
rainy season, which made travel difficult, affecting the supply and price levels of commodities. This improvement in traders’ 
ability to transport products is helping to supply populations in the North and particularly those in Kidal and some in Gao 
who depend primarily on Algeria for supplies. 

HOUSEHOLD FOOD ACCESS IN NORTHERN MALI 

Agropastoral populations and poor laborers typically meet their consumption needs during the months of October 
through January from their own production and in-kind payment, thereby reducing their dependence on the market. 
Recent cereal price decreases have improved household access to foodstuffs that is current determined by own production, 
the market value of livestock and labor, and humanitarian assistance.  

Terms of trade have improved significantly in recent months amid the healthy recovery of livestock markets, but have 
not reverted back to their pre-conflict levels (2011).  Millet/goat terms of trade have improved significantly since October, 

Figure 3.   Rice Prices on Select Markets (FCFA/kg) 

 

Source: SAP, OMA, key informants 
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but are generally lower than their respective 2011 and five-year average levels due to persistently high millet prices.  A 
stronger than normal influx of livestock traders from Algeria (in Kidal and Gao) and Niger (in Gao and Timbuktu) has created 
good opportunities for pastoralists and agro-pastoralists in the area of sell their livestock. Livestock prices, which began to 
increase around the Tabaski holiday, continue to rise amid good grazing and water conditions in these areas. Goat prices 
are currently five percent higher than their respective five-year average levels and are approximately 10 percent greater 
than their 2011 levels.   

In the northern regions of Mali, the extent to which household rely on markets to meet their staple food needs at this 
point in the year varies across livelihoods.  

In the agropastoral areas of Timbuktu and Gao, seasonal 
food availability from ongoing harvests and in-kind 
payments reduces household dependence of markets. 
The availability of livestock products (like milk and 
butter) improves diet quality. Furthermore, legume and 
cash crop (cowpea, groundnut and sesame) production 
allows for a more diverse diet. In these areas, various 
types of humanitarian assistance (food distribution, 
coupons, among others) have also allowed households 
to maintain their grain stocks rather than selling them.  

In urban centers, where households are highly 
dependent on markets throughout the year, household 
food access among the poor remains limited due to the 
slow economic recovery and resulting reduction in the 
availability of income earning opportunities (straw sales, 
wage labor, masonry).  Declining rice and millet prices 
have contributed to some improvements in household 
food access. Greater than usual levels of remittances 
from short and long-term migrants (in cash and in kind) 
continue.  Staple food transfers from some displaced 
populations in Bamako and Mopti to their elderly or otherwise infirm family members who stayed behind in Northern Mali 
have been reported, and aid programs continue to provide support to IDPs and their host families in host communities.  
Distributions of cereals (rice, millet), legumes (peas), and vegetable oil by humanitarian organizations, however modest, 
improve household access to food, deflecting the impact of currently high cereal prices. This type of aid improves 
household diet quality by offering the possibility of buying other products with the money saved by receiving food aid. 

In pastoral areas, recent improvements in terms of trade due to the recovery of livestock markets and the availability of 
relatively inexpensive staple foods from Algeria have generally improved household staple food access.  

OUTLOOK 

 Staple food prices will continue to decline seasonally through the month of December, 2012. Between January and 
March prices will start to stabilize or increase slightly as households begin to rely more and more on market purchases 
to meet their staple food needs. Rice prices are expected to increase sharply in areas that were hit particularly hard by 
localized flooding, which has resulted in reduce rice production in the areas such as Bourem, Bamba, Temera, and Gao. 

 From January to February, institutional purchases of rice and millet could begin in en-masse, as they do during a 
typical year. This year, the Malian government intends to procure approximately 30,000 MT to replenish the National 
Security Stock to its initial level (35,000 MT), which would be an increase in procurement compared to a typical year. 
No impact on staple food price levels or availability is currently anticipated.  

 If the status quo of managing the security crisis is maintained, insecurity in Northern Mali will continue to disrupt 
economic systems, with localized conflicts like those seen in the area of Ménaka in November where localized conflicts 
more or less halted humanitarian and market-based activities for one week. However, the marketing systems are 
expected to continue adequately supplying both urban and rural staple food markets though at least through March.  

Figure 4. Terms of Trade: Kg of Millet per Goat 

 

Source: SAP, OMA, key informants 
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 Given the relative ease of movement for traders, no major obstacle to supplying the northern regions is expected. 
Suppliers of northern markets will remain cautious, keeping trade flows from Southern Mali relatively low. However, 
existing trader networks are believed to be capable of responding to any increase in market demand. Good harvests in 
neighboring Niger will help to increase the supply of cereals to the Ansongo and Ménaka districts. 

 Algeria will continue to play a relatively more important role in assuring supplies of key imported commodities  such 
as rice, wheat flour, couscous, pasta, vegetable oil, and sugar throughout Northern Mali without any major 
impediment. Regions of Northern Mali, particularly Kidal, will continue to suffer from the absence of the government 
production and marketing board (OPAM), which historically assured an adequate food supply at lower prices than 
those found on the markets. Cereal banks, most of which are empty, will no longer be able to aid populations in these 
areas. 

 The depletion of household food reserves, seasonal rise in market prices, and the fragility of livelihoods that have been 
severely taxed by this past lean season will put poor households in northern rice-growing areas in the municipalities of 
Djenné, Bourem, and Gao (livelihood zone 3) and agropastoral areas (livelihood zone 6) hard hit by large losses of 
cropland in Phase 2 (stressed) of the IPC acute food insecurity scale by March.  

 

 


