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Summary  
 
Recent sightings of stalk borers in bas-fonds (bottomland) areas and heavy pressure from grain-
eating birds are forcing farmers growing rainfed bas-fonds crops to advance the date of their 
harvests, originally scheduled to begin at the end of December.  Residents of these bas-fonds areas 
are now already consuming green crops.   
 
Farmers still able to find seeds are continuing to plant flood-recession (bas-fonds and walo) crops, 
but the combination of poor quality seeds and damage from crop predators (grasshoppers, beetles 
and stalk borers) requires several planting attempts.   
 
Many farmers are engaged in growing vegetable crops with the assistance of NGOs such as 
OXFAM and the LWF. 
 
The harvest forecast by the joint FAO / CILSS / FEWS NET mission that had estimated gross 
production at 194,608 MT and net production at 145,791 MT will need to be adjusted downward.  In 
fact, flood-recession farming areas of Brakna, Gorgol and Assaba are expecting rather large 
production shortfalls.   
 
All parts of the country are under heavy pressure from locusts.  Swarms of locusts were sighted in 
Nouakchott between December 4th and 7th, heading towards farming areas in southern Mauritania.  
Treatment efforts are underway, but available resources are not up to the task. 
 
In Assaba, the firebreak program has been a success, thanks to the efforts of the regional office of 
the Ministry of Rural Development and the Environment.  However, the situation in other regions of 
the country is unchanged, and brush fires are spreading.  However, construction contracts have 
already been signed with corresponding contractors.   
 
In contrast to prices for sorghum, which is highly sought-after by farmers as seed for planting flood 
recession crops, prices for rainfed grain crops and rainy season cowpea crops are beginning to fall, 
while prices for imported foodstuffs and meat show no change from November.  Apparently, the 
price speculation associated with the celebration of Tabaski, the Muslim feast of the sheep, has 
already begun, with reports of Senegalese traders flocking to Mauritanian livestock markets.  Sheep 
prices are up sharply, but prices for cattle and goats are showing no change from November.   
 
Fish prices are still high, although the fishing season is already officially open.  Catches are small 
with the strong winds blowing out at sea.  Moreover, fish traders are selling mainly to wholesalers 
who, in turn, are selling their supplies to exporters offering more attractive prices and oftentimes 
paying in foreign exchange. 
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Food insecurity levels are steadily falling in rural areas of the country, although this respite could be 
short-lived.  Residents of urban slum areas are still highly food-insecure, but there are still no 
assistance programs in place in these areas.   
 
 
I.   NATURAL CONDITIONS AND PRODUCTION FACTORS 
 
I A.   Rainfall 
 
The cold season is settling in, bringing with it light rainfall, which is reassuring for farmers growing 
late-season rainfed bas-fonds crops, but is worrying herders, who fear that the rains will rot 
pasturelands.   
 
I B.   Conditions in livestock-raising areas 
 
Grazing conditions are still satisfactory, but there are continuing reports of brush fires in livestock-
raising areas of the country.  The firebreak program is officially underway, but construction works 
have still not begun, although the contractor has already been selected.   
 
Animal health conditions are improving as herders endeavor to vaccinate their animals.  Milk 
production continues to dwindle, with large numbers of female animals giving birth prematurely.   
 
I C.   Crop production factors by type of farming system 
 
The confidence displayed by farmers in bas-fonds areas back in November is dissipating with 
increasing numbers of stalk borers attacking crops in the maturation stage of the growth cycle.  
Some farmers have even begun to harvest their crops.  What was thought to be a reduction in 
infestation levels was merely a slowdown in the activity of these crop pests due to the unusually high 
water balance for this time of year.   
 
While natural conditions for the farming of flood-recession (bas-fonds and walo) crops are still good, 
the effects of the use of poor quality seeds are already beginning to resonate, and many farmers are 
forced to replant crops, while some are simply abandoning fields, which, as they so aptly put it, 
“refused to grow”.   
 
The cutback in the size of the area planted to irrigated crops is now confirmed, with farmers trying to 
make up their losses by engaging in vegetable farming activities.   
  
I D.   Assessment of conditions in agropastoral areas 
 
Despite spreading brush fires, access to pasture and surface water resources is still good 
throughout all parts of the country.  Food security conditions continue to improve in rural areas, both 
for herders and for farmers growing rainfed crops.   
 
The fears of farmers growing flood-recession crops are mounting as damage from stalk borers 
increases and swarms of desert locusts are sighted in farming areas in the southern part of the 
country.  Milk production continues to drop, as clearly reflected in the rising price of milk sold 
commercially on local markets.   
 
Supplies of rainfed grain crops on markets in Nouakchott and in rural areas of Hodh El Gharbi, Hodh 
El Chargui, Assaba, Guidimakha, Gorgol and Brakna are improving, though still small compared with 
previous post-harvest periods.  Grain imports from Mali are channeled primarily to border areas or 
large cities, and farmers growing rainfed crops continue to hold onto their harvests, concerned over 
heightened activity by stalk borers and desert locusts.  Nor are traders in any hurry to sell their 
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coarse grain inventories, as markets are stocked with ample supplies of wheat and rice through 
ongoing emergency operations.   
 
I D1.   Areas in good condition (central Mauritania) 
 
Central Tagant (the northern part of Moudjéria department and the southwestern portion of Tidjikja 
department), northeastern Brakna (the southern part of Magta –Lahjar department and southeastern 
Aleg department), northern Gorgol (Monguel and M’bout departments) and central Assaba are all in 
good condition.  Herders still have a good supply of pasture for their animals and are not expected to 
have to push up the date of their departure for seasonal grazing areas.  Plant growth and 
development in bas-fonds areas is satisfactory with the onset of the cold season and, as yet, there 
are no signs of stalk borers in these areas.  Local households are still receiving aid from the 
emergency relief program, as well as assistance from local NGOs. 
 
However, the effects of these good conditions on national food security conditions will be negligible 
in the wake of the large cutbacks in the size of the area under crops.   
 
I D2.   Areas in average condition (southern Mauritania) 
 
Unfortunately, the combined effect of prevailing good natural conditions (extensive flooding and a 
long submersion period) and of government efforts to protect walo crops (through the installation of 
protective firebreaks along the entire northern boundary of farming areas for walo crops) could 
amount to very little.  Repeated planting failures and increasing evidence of stalk borers attacking 
flood-recession crops are discouraging farmers.   
 
There are large bare spots in farming areas for walo crops that have already been completely 
cleared and planted in the wake of planting failures and damage from crop pests (grasshoppers, 
beetles, termites).   
 
The situation is the same in bas-fonds and dam areas, with sightings of stalk borers in bas-fonds 
areas planted in rainfed crops in the maturation stage of the growth cycle discouraging many 
farmers, who decided not to plant their fields, joining the ranks of the migrant population.   
 
In these zones where the rainfed crop production continues to decline year after year, and where the 
exploitation of irrigated lands is limited by poor access to agricultural credit, food access is highly 
dependent on emergency aid.  Admittedly, grazing conditions in livestock-raising areas are still 
satisfactory, despite reports of scattered brush fires, and conditions for gathering wild foods have not 
been this good since 1996.  However, grain access is becoming increasingly difficult and the short-
term outlook is far from encouraging in the face of the problems described above. 
 
 
I D3.   Areas in poor condition (urban fringe areas) 
 
Food access is becoming increasingly limited in fringe areas of local seats of government and urban 
slum areas of Nouakchott, Nouadhibou, Kiffa and Kaëdi.  Despite repeated warnings by FEWS NET 
with respect to this problem over the past several months, there is still no assistance program in 
place for these population groups.   
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II.   FOOD SITUATION AND OUTLOOK 
 
There has been some improvement in the food outlook for herders and for farmers growing rainfed 
crops who have already finished bringing in their harvests.  However, this improvement could be 
short-lived, given the small percentage of annual regional food needs met by local production 
(anywhere from 1 to 5 months, depending on the region) and the large debts accrued by local 
farmers during the past several years of poor harvests.   
 
Grain imports from the Nioro and Kayes regions of Mali are picking up, but are being channeled to 
urban markets.  This implies that there will be no real improvement in coarse grain supplies in rural 
border areas, either until harvests of rainfed bas-fonds crops are brought in or, even later yet, until 
urban grain traders have finished augmenting their inventories.   
 
The extension of emergency aid programs is strengthening food security conditions in targeted 
areas.  Fears that future distributions of food aid under the U.S. government’s $ 4.9 million 
assistance program would destabilize local markets are dissipating, as it appears more and more 
likely that upcoming harvests will be poorer than anticipated.   
 
 
III.   CURRENT FOOD AVAILABILITY AND ACCESS 
 
III A.   Nationwide situation 
 
Food availability is currently ensured largely by commercial imports, emergency aid and harvests of 
rainfed crops.  However, the ability of individual households to meet seasonal food needs is highly 
contingent on their access to one of the previously mentioned sources of supply.  Food access is 
improving with recent harvests and the successful implementation of the country’s emergency plan.   
 
The positive effects of these factors on food security conditions are buttressed by output from 
livestock-raising activities and the gathering of wild plants.  However, this year, the contribution of 
livestock-raising activities has steadily diminished with the persistence of a number of animal 
diseases, which has reduced milk production. 
 
Increasing evidence of infestations of stalk borers and the sighting of swarms of desert locusts in the 
southern part of the country are a serious threat to flood-recession crops.  Concerned by the locust 
problem, the government has requested assistance from its food security partners.   
 
III B.   Current situation in neighboring countries 
 
Grain harvests in the northern Kayes and Koulikoro regions of Mali bordering on the southern part of 
Mauritania are exceptionally good.  This area is the main source of supply for grain traders in 
Assaba, Guidimakha, Brakna and other large cities.   
 
Farther east, residents of Hodh El Gharbi and Hodh El Chargui are highly dependent on farming 
systems in border areas of Mali.  Trade is expected to pick up, thanks to the enormous improvement 
in transportation conditions with large segments of the road linking the two countries already paved 
and open to traffic.  In contrast, despite good harvests of rainfed crops in Senegal, trade between 
these two countries is still limited.   
 
III B1. Supply of staple foodstuffs and price trends 
 
Supplies of imported staple foodstuffs are still adequate and prices are showing no change from 
November.  Prices for rainfed grain crops are down slightly, while prices for flood-recession sorghum 
crops are still rising (Figure I).   
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III B2. Trends in livestock and meat prices 
 
Prices for sheep are still climbing, with the cost of an average sheep jumping from 25,600 UM in 
November up to 26,800 UM.  The implications of the upcoming Tabaski feast are already becoming 
evident, as Mauritanian and Senegalese traders flock to sheep markets.  In contrast, prices for cattle 
and goats are down sharply, with the value of an average milk cow previously selling for 120,000 UM 
(down by 20,000 UM) and the cost of a goat previously going for 14,000 UM (down by 1,000 UM). 
 
The unit price of mutton has increased by 100 UM, from 800 to 900 UM per kg, influenced by heavy 
demand from Senegalese consumers.  Senegalese fish traders who are flocking to Mauritanian 
markets, offering foreign exchange.  This, combined with increased domestic consumption of fish (in 
response to higher meat prices) is increasing the price of fish. 
 
III B3. Food access 
 
Harvests of rainfed bas-fonds crops are already underway.  Together with distributions of food aid 
under the emergency relief program, they are shoring up the food situation of farm families in areas 
served by this program.  Food access by herders and their families is improving, in line with their 
growing purchasing power.   
 
In contrast, food access for low-income households in fringe areas of local seats of government and 
slum areas of large cities is becoming increasingly insecure. 
 
 
IV.   AREAS AND GROUPS CURRENTLY AT RISK 
 
Stepped up trade with Malian grain traders suggests that farm families in southern Hodh El Gharbi 
and Hodh El Chargui, Assaba, Guidimakha and Gorgol could benefit from market surpluses, where 
permitted by their purchasing power.  The truth is that these are all poverty-stricken areas whose 
residents have very little purchasing power.  Even with the temporary decline in poverty rates in 
these areas, large numbers of farm families are still battling food insecurity problems and their future 
food outlook is highly dependent on harvest prospects for bas-fonds crops.   
 

Figure 1: PRICE TRENDS IN NOUAKCHOTT FROM AUGUST TO DECEMBER 2003 
Price in Ouguiya 
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Farmers growing walo, bas-fonds and irrigated crops are all still considered food insecure.  Harvest 
prospects for flood-recession crops with low sprouting percentages due to the combined effects of 
grasshopper, beetle and termite infestations and poor quality seeds are hardly reassuring.   
 
Poor households in fringe areas of local seats of government and urban slum areas are still 
classified as highly food insecure.   
 
 
Recommendations 
 
In the face of current conditions, FEWS Net Mauritania is reiterating the recommendations made in 
its November report, namely: 
 

• Future food aid programs need to be brought in line with current conditions.   
• The country needs to step up pest control measures against locust invasions and stalk 

borer infestations.  One approach is to draw on the experiences of the Lutheran World 
Federation (LWF) and OXFAM GB. 

• The timely start-up of firebreak programs is a must. 
• Assistance programs for the diversification of food production through the promotion of 

vegetable farming activities should be mounted for farm families in rural areas of the 
country (such as the OXFAM GB program in Aftout). 

• Residents of fringe areas of seats of local government and urban slum areas (in 
Nouakchott and Nouadhibou) should be targeted by assistance programs.   

 
 


