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Summary 
 
Polar air masses moving across the country during the third dekad of November brought rain to 
the Northern and Western Regions.  As yet, there have been no sightings of any locusts, but 
falling rain at this time of year may create conditions ripe for infestation.  
 
Farmers in the Senegal River Valley are busy finishing harvest of irrigated rainy season crops. 
Farmers in central Aftout and the southeastern part of the country have begun harvesting 
rainfed lowland sorghum crops. Sorghum yields are generally near-average, but irrigated crop 
yields are clearly down as a result of the numerous constraints discussed in our previous 
reports (July through October).  
 
The current state of vegetable supplies on the Nouakchott market and their high selling prices 
are proof that vegetable crops are doing little to improve the food situation of farming 
households since, at this time of year, the Nouakchott market is normally flooded with 
vegetables from Adrar and Trarza selling at low prices, owing to a large market supply and a 
lack of adequate cold storage facilities.  
   
Lowland crops are experiencing good growth and development. The cold air masses pushing 
across the country early in the season have improved soil moisture for these crops, which 
should bring in good yields provided appropriate pest management measures are taken. 
 
In contrast, the progress of "walo" or flood recession crops is somewhat mixed. Upland crops 
are doing well, but crops planted in lowland areas are behind schedule as a result of the 
October rains, which buried seed-holes, forcing farmers to replant their fields. Thus, these crops 
began to emerge just as surrounding grazing lands began drying up and, as a result, were 
attacked by grasshoppers.  
 
Flood-recession maize crops planted along the river bank are doing well, but farmers are 
concerned for their sweet potato and cowpea crops, which represent their main sources of 
income.  
 
Grazing conditions, which were satisfactory up until the end of November, have begun to 
deteriorate in the face of raging brush fires and untimely rains. Herdsmen forced to abandon 
their traditional migratory routes with brush fires destroying large expanses of grazing lands, 
particularly in Assaba, eastern Guidimakha and southwestern Hodh El Gharbi, are creating 
unorthodox, erratic patterns of migration. Migratory herdsmen in deficit areas of Trarza (in the 
department of Mederdra and northern R’Kiz) are thinking about fording the river and crossing 



into Senegal. Herdsmen in Tagant are vacillating, hoping that the rains will provide sufficient 
forage for their animals to delay their departure.  
 
Animal health conditions remain good, although there are still cases of foot and mouth disease 
in grazing areas along the country's border with Mali (in southern Hodh El Gharbi and Hodh El 
Chargui, Assaba and Guidimakha).   
 
Harvests of rainfed millet and watermelon crops throughout October and November helped 
improve the food situation of some farm households.  Paddy harvests are expected to furnish 
those households who were able to harvest these crops with a two-month (December and 
January) supply, at best, due to poor yields (at most, 3.5 tons/ha) as a result of the various 
problems discussed in our previous reports (obsolete equipment and infrastructure, soil 
depletion, limited use of fertilizer, lack of improved seeds, fragmentation of farm holdings into 
individual ¼ hectare plots, etc.)  Moreover, the paddy harvest impact on market conditions is so 
inconsequential that sorghum prices have continued to climb, with the price of a moud (2.5 kg) 
of sorghum jumping.  In Bababé market for example, the price went from 480 UM in November 
to 500 UM by December 17th.  However, prices are expected to begin falling shortly as, in all 
likelihood, farmers in Aftout bring their rainfed sorghum crops to markets in Magta-Lahjar and 
Kaëdi. In any event, conditions on the grain market and the accessibility of products will have no 
significant effect on household food security. This year, only approximately 6% of farmers in the 
Senegal River Valley planted irrigated crops. The lean period for all households in Trarza, 
Brakna, northern and western Gorgol and northern and central Guidimakha which have chosen 
not to plant irrigated crops, has already begun.  
 
The food situation in the north and in city slums continues to deteriorate in the face of steadily 
climbing prices for staple food products.   
 
While fish prices continue to fall, the downward trend in meat prices has reversed itself, with the 
price of a kilogram of mutton climbing back up to 700 UM.  Only sorghum and milk were 
affected by the across-the-board price hikes feared by consumers. The opening of sales outlets 
by SONIMEX curbed price speculation and helped stabilize prices for other foodstuffs.  
 
 
I.  NATURAL CONDITIONS AND PRODUCTION FACTORS 
 
I A.  RAINFALL 
 
The "winter" rains have begun in the northern reaches of the country (Tiris Zemmour, Adrar, 
Tagant and Inchiri Regions).  Rainfall totals are high enough in some parts of the country that 
they are helping to spur the growth of vegetation in grazing areas.  
 
In the past, certain groups of farmers would take advantage of these rains to grow sorghum in 
depression areas and along interdune corridors. Yields from these crops have traditionally been 
good, since this land is left to lie fallow for long periods of time. The rains also offer residents of 
northern Tiris Zemmour an opportunity to replenish their water supplies, with area households 
hollowing out small reservoirs to catch runoff. For these households, this is the simplest method 
of accessing fresh water, with underground fresh water levels lying several dozen meters below 
the surface (anywhere from 80 to 100 meters).  
 
Rainfall in Trarza and Assaba has herdsmen in the south concerned over rotting vegetation. 
The entire stock-raising community is worried that the rains will destroy other grazing areas, 



forcing animal herds to begin their seasonal treks to rainy season grazing lands far ahead of 
schedule.  In contrast, farmers growing flood recession crops are extremely pleased with this 
unexpected windfall, which is strengthening the water reserves of area soils.  

 
I B.  GRAZING CONDITIONS 
 
Rainy season grazing lands are almost completely dry at this time of year, which explains how 
brush fires have been able to spread so quickly through grazing areas of Hodh El Gharbi, 
Assaba and southeastern Guidimakha over the past few weeks. So called "winter" rains are 
rotting grasses and herbaceous vegetation in those areas which have been spared by the fires 
for the time being, thereby reducing their nutritional value. Rotting herbaceous plants can be 
lethal, particularly to small stock animals. These opposing factors (too dry and too wet) have 
significantly affected traditional patterns of migration. In Trarza, herdsmen in the department of 
Méderdra and in southeastern R’kiz have begun making changes in their migratory routes 
previously taking them into southern Gorgol and are currently contemplating the idea of crossing 
the Senegal River and heading towards Ferlo and grazing areas in the north. Herdsmen in 
Tagant and Adrar may postpone their departure in the face of the new vegetative growth in 
these areas, spurred by rainfall in the third dekad of November. Animals in these areas should 
have no problem accessing adequate herbage.   
 
Animal health conditions remain good, although there are still a number of cases of foot and 
mouth disease, the majority of which involve animal herds from Mali, according to data 
furnished by Animal Health Services.  
 

Table 1  Rainfall Amounts for November 2001 

Region Department Station Date  Rainfall Total 

Source:  Center for Grasshopper Control 



I C.  PRODUCTION FACTORS BY TYPE OF FARMING SYSTEM 
 
Rainfed crops:  "Dieri" or rainfed highland crops were harvested back in early November. 
Farmers are currently busy harvesting rainfed lowland sorghum crops and irrigated grain (rice 
and maize) crops. Rainfed lowland farming areas are natural depression areas which collect 
both rainwater and surface runoff. Farmers begin planting long-season (100 to 120 days) 
sorghum crops in these areas sometime in August, whose growth and development is spurred 
by the so-called "winter" rains, reaching the maturation stage of their growing cycle sometime in 
December/January, drawing on the moisture content of area soils. These crops help local 
farmers get through the lean period between the harvesting of rainfed sorghum crops in 
November and expected harvests of lowland crops sometime in late March or early April. Yields 
from these crops have very little effect on grain prices, since they are used mainly for on-farm 
consumption rather than as cash crops. 

 
Lowland crops: Farmers are still busy planting in traditional lowland areas and areas behind 
dams, while the first crops planted back in October are already entering the heading stage of 
the growing cycle and appear to be doing well. The November rains may have strengthened the 
water satisfaction indexes for upland crops but, at the same time, drowned the seed-holes for 
many lowland crops. Most replanting efforts in lowland areas involved bean and squash crops.  
 
"Walo" or flood recession crops: Sorghum crops planted in floodplain areas in late October 
once the floodwaters receded are in the early heading stage of the growing cycle. In contrast to 
the staggered crop calendar and mixed progress of lowland crops, there is very little variation in 
the stages of development of these sorghum crops, with only small areas planted in these types 
of crops. Farmers have planted cowpea crops in the lowest-lying areas. This year, the small 
patches of land planted in crops are interspersed with fallow fields, which was not the case in 
previous years. A number of farmers decided to let sharecroppers farm the few plots of land that 
did flood. Normally, when water levels are low, all flooded areas are planted in crops and there 
is very little sharecropping.  Farmers continue to fear Sesamia Calamistis infestations, though 
as yet, there have been no sightings of any larvae or caterpillars.   
 
Irrigated crops: Harvests of irrigated crops are still underway but, in general, yields have been 
poor (3 to 3.5 tons/ha). According to current calculations, real gross grain production (rice, 
maize and sorghum) appears to have fallen short of the projected 67,000 ton figure. Large 
markets in urban population centers have begun selling vegetables, but the volume of sales is 
clearly down from sales figures for the same time last year.  

 
I D1.  AREAS IN GOOD CONDITION 
 
In Hodh El Gharbi, rainfed grain yields are near-average and harvest prospects for lowland 
crops in the departments of Aïoun El Atrouss, Timbédra and Tamchakett remain good, in light of 
the good progress of crops in these areas. Grazing conditions are excellent, and there are no 
reports of any mass migration by animal herds to other regions of the country.  
 
In Assaba, the good progress of lowland crops is encouraging area farmers, who have already 
brought in good harvests of "dieri" or rainfed highland crops, particularly in the department of 
Kankossa. Farmers in the department of Barkéol have planted larger areas in lowland crops to 
supplement yields from "dieri" grain crops, which are down from last year. Fears of Sesamia 
Calamistis infestations continue to haunt local farmers, a number of whom report having sighted 
caterpillars in the area.    
 



In Gorgol, only farmers in the department of Maghama have any hope of bringing in a good 
harvest of either "walo" or lowland crops. Yields from rainfed grain crops in the departments of 
M’Bout and Maghama appear to be up from last year. Grazing conditions are satisfactory 
throughout this area and herdsmen and their animals (even in the department of Monguel) are 
delaying their seasonal migration.  
 
I D2.  AREAS IN AVERAGE CONDITION 
 
Shortfalls in "dieri" crop production in most rainfed mixed farming areas ("dieri" and lowland 
crops) should be offset by yields of lowland crops, provided they are not destroyed by stalk 
borers (Sesamia Calamistis). Hopefully, this will prove to be the case in the department of 
Barkéol in Assaba, the department of M’Bout in Gorgol and the department of Magta-Lahjar in 
Brakna.  
 
In Hodh El Chargui, according to local farmers, in general, grain production in farming areas in 
the southern part of this region (in the departments of Bassikounou and Djiguenni) is near-
average. However, there is a real concern that the numerous grain dealers and brokers from 
Nouakchott scouring this area will divert a large part of its grain production and small stock 
animals to markets in the capital. 
  
I D3.  AREAS IN POOR CONDITION 
 
In general, farming and grazing conditions are poor throughout the entire Senegal River Valley, 
from the department of R’Kiz in the west to the department of Kaëdi in the east.  The production 
shortfall in Hodh El Gharbi is especially large in the department of Kobenni. The many brush 
fires in this area have destroyed a large part of its vegetation, forcing herdsmen in Touil district 
in the department of Tintane to begin their seasonal migration ahead of schedule.  
 
 
II.   FOOD SITUATION AND OUTLOOK 
 
The food situation is still good in stock-raising areas of the country (with the sole exception of 
the department of Tintanne). Conditions in farming areas are mixed. 
 
In Hodh El Chargui, the food situation in the southeastern part of the region (in the 
departments of Bassikounou and Amourj) is considered to be better than last year. Elsewhere, it 
is categorized as near-average. Despite the slowdown in border trade, the food situation of farm 
families should be no different than in an average year. Logically, the situation of herdsmen 
should continue to improve in the face of good grazing and animal health conditions. 
 
In Hodh El Gharbi, poor rainfed crop yields in the departments of Kobenni and Tintanne and 
the slowdown in grain imports from Mali have weakened the food situation of local farmers. 
Residents of the department of Aïoun having a hard time finding supplies of millet are already 
feeling the effects of this combination of circumstances. Farmers in Aïoun are being classified 
as moderately food-insecure, while farmers in the department of Kobonni and in Touil district in 
the department of Tintane are classified as highly food-insecure. 
 
In Assaba, overall conditions are satisfactory and, provided nothing interferes with the progress 
of lowland crops, the food situation in this area should continue to improve. With the exception 
of small pockets of structurally deficit areas in the departments of Boumdeïd and Guerou, the 
food situation throughout this region should remain satisfactory for the rest of this year. Thus, 
residents of this region are being classified as food-secure. 
 



In Guidimakha, on the other hand, conditions have apparently deteriorated so quickly that the 
Food Security Commission (CSA) has just applied to the World Food Program (WFP) for 500 
tons of emergency food aid for vulnerable population groups in Guidimakha.  However, these 
food security problems are, in effect, confined to a small group of farmers growing rainfed crops 
(Peulhs and Haratins) whose immigration rates are unusually low. Among the Soninke, cash 
remittances from the many immigrants from this area are so substantial and household food 
supplies so well managed that only a string of several years of poor grain harvests could disrupt 
their food supply systems and upset their food balances. These population groups are classified 
as moderately food-insecure. 
 
In Gorgol, only farmers in the department of Maghama have any hope of bringing in a good 
harvest of either "walo" or lowland crops. Yields from rainfed grain crops appear to be up from 
last year and harvest prospects for "walo" crops are good. All lands suitable for growing "walo" 
or flood recession crops have been flooded by runoff from Wadi Gorfa temporarily stored in 
detention basins or reservoirs built by the Maghama Flood Recession Farming Project with 
assistance from the Chinese Cooperation Agency.  Harvests of rainfed crops in the departments 
of M’Bout and Kaëdi were good, but yields from "walo" or flood recession crops are expected to 
be mediocre at best.  Promising conditions as far as stock-raising activities are concerned could 
help ease food shortages, but this source of food supplementation will evaporate as soon as 
animal herds begin their seasonal migration.  With the sole exception of farmers in the 
department of Monguel and the northwestern reaches of the department of Kaëdi, where rainfed 
crop production has been especially mediocre, residents of this region of the country manage to 
remain food-secure throughout the course of an average year. In short, they consume their own 
crops and get through their usual lean periods by relying on traditional survival strategies. On 
the other hand, single-crop farmers (farmers growing "dieri" or flood recession crops) in the 
department of Monguel are already highly food-insecure. 
 
Conditions in the Senegal River Valley are especially poor, and all signs point to a further 
deterioration in the food situation in this area in the face of what can barely be considered as 
"average" irrigated crop yields and rather inauspicious harvest prospects for "walo" or flood 
recession crops. Food supplementation from fishing activities and the gathering of wild plants is 
meager at best. Many farm families have already begun resorting to survival strategies. This 
area has had a string of poor grain harvests since 1996. The local population in this region of 
the country is classified as extremely food-insecure. 
 
In Adrar, Tagant and Trarza, the maturation of area vegetable crops has clearly improved the 
food situation of local residents, who eat the vegetables themselves and sell a large part of their 
harvest on urban markets, thereby strengthening their purchasing power. Only a month ago, the 
population of this area had been classified as extremely food-insecure. There is every indication 
that this improvement will last until, at least, late March since, once the vegetable season is over 
(in January), farmer income from vegetable sales should cover their food needs for the next two 
months. Income from date sales (with this year's yields up from the last three years), 
distributions of food aid to residents of Adrar by the CSA in conjunction with the French and 
Italian Cooperation Agencies and the marketing of vegetable crops have eased the vulnerability 
of the local population which, as things presently stand, is being classified as moderately food-
insecure, while recognizing the precarious nature of its current food security status. 
 
In urban population centers, hikes in the prices of staple foodstuffs during the holy month of 
Ramadan were lower than expected. City markets are currently stocked with mullet, which are 
caught mainly for their eggs. Whole fish are selling at very affordable prices (as low as 10 to 20 
UM each when catches are large). However, the high prices of other food items (rice, oil, milk, 



etc.) and of social services in general and water supply and health care services in particular 
require an increasingly strong purchasing power on the part of an urban population which is 
having a harder and harder time finding work. An already saturated informal sector is no longer 
able to provide additional income-earning opportunities. Thus, residents of these urban areas 
are consistently classified as highly food-insecure. 
 
 
III. CURRENT AVAILABILITY AND ACCCESSIBILITY OF FOOD PRODUCTS 
 
III A.  NATIONAL CONDITIONS  
 
With the exception of flood recession crops ("walo" and lowland crops) scheduled to be 
harvested in March and April, all other types of crops have already been harvested. The overall 
situation is apparently better than last year, despite the 9 percent slippage in production from 
last year's figure. In effect, more areas of the country enjoyed better growing conditions this 
year than last and better yields from "dieri" or flood recession crops have helped reduce the 
length of the lean period, particularly for single-crop farmers and their families. The nationwide 
165,298 ton grain deficit reported by the CSA in its grain balance for the 2001/2002 crop year, 
which was vigorously contested by the National Bureau of Statistics (ONS) and the 
Programming, Monitoring and Evaluation Office (DPSE), should basically affect only rural areas, 
with good nationwide market supplies of all types of foodstuffs allowing anyone with any 
purchasing power to procure needed provisions. Residents of rural areas, on the other hand, 
are forced to rely on the traditional system of borrowing against future harvests.  
 
In the wake of the improvement in grazing conditions, all herdsmen are presently classified as 
food-secure. Their position is such that they can cut back on sales of animals and animal 
products and continue to purchase grain, despite escalating prices.  
 
The government is endeavoring to manage these deficits by distributing free food aid and 
setting up a system for selling grain at affordable prices.  
 
III B. CURRENT CONDITIONS IN NEIGHBORING COUNTRIES 
 
There has been no change in conditions in Mali since November. Grain transfers to Mauritania 
are still extremely limited. Most grain transfers from Senegal involve rice smuggled into the 
country by clandestine trading prohibited by the National Customs Service, which patrols the 
border between the two countries in pursuit of illegal traffickers. However, Mauritanians 
shopping at weekly farmers markets have indicated that they are now able to purchase millet 
and sorghum from Senegal's groundnut basin, although supplies are still limited. With the end of 
Ramadan and the fall-off in the consumption of traditional grains in urban areas, it's possible 
that grain dealers may begin turning their attention to rural markets.  
 
III B1. SUPPLY OF STAPLE FOODS AND PRICE TRENDS 
 
Prices of traditional grains are up again on most markets around the country. Market prices in 
areas with ongoing harvests such as Boghé (with its ongoing paddy rice harvests) and Monguel 
(with its ongoing harvests of rainfed lowland crops) have leveled off, but have not fallen. The 
large price hikes (> or = to 30 UM) reported in Sélibaby (in Guidimakha) and Modibougou (in 
Hodh El Chargui) (Figure 1) can be explained by mediocre harvests in farming areas bringing in 
only one crop a year. Grain supplies remain tight and imports (grain transfers from Mali and 
Senegal) are extremely limited. Most of the grain sold on rural markets in deficit areas goes to 
grain dealers from large urban population centers (who offer higher prices) rather than to local 



farmers. In fact, residents of the department of Kobonni, for example, where grain harvests were 
especially mediocre, and of the department of Djiguenni have been forced to fall back on rice 
and wheat, with any grain sold by farmers in Amourj, Timbédra, Bassikounou and Kankossa 
being bought up by grain dealers.  
 
III B2. ACCESS TO FOOD SUPPLIES 
 
Harvests of rainfed lowland and irrigated crops are barely large enough to improve access to 
food supplies for the local population. Elsewhere, consumers are forced to rely on trade 
channels to ease their food shortages, which practice has virtually replaced the gathering of wild 
plant foods as a means of food supplementation. The steadily rising prices of other food items 
(cowpeas, watermelons, dried fish, groundnuts, etc.) are limiting the variety of household meals. 
On previous tours of rural areas of the country, FEWS NET found families with a good stock of 
grain unable to put together a meal due to a lack of accompaniments (meat, fish, vegetables, 
milk, condiments).  
 
Food supplies in farming areas where there are no ongoing harvests are becoming increasingly 
inaccessible in the face of escalating prices for locally grown grains and staple foodstuffs sold 
on local markets. 

Figure 1.  Trends in Sorghum Prices on Markets in Farming Areas 
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Source: CSA (Food Security Commission) and FEWS NET 
Graphic by FEWS NET Mauritania 


