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This report covers the period from December 15, 2003 to January 20, 2004 
 
 
 
Food insecurity levels increase in periurban areas and decline in rural areas of the country. 
 
Summary  
 
The state of food security in Mauritania is a reflection of crop performance for the past growing 
season.  However, it is becoming increasingly apparent that actual grain production will fall short of 
published forecasts in the wake of large losses of flood-recession crops in the Brakna, Gorgol and 
Assaba regions of the country (lowland, dam area and walo crops along the banks of the Senegal 
River) due to damage from stalk borers (crop-eating caterpillars) and poorer than expected yields 
from rainfed lowland crops.    
 
Rice crops in Brakna and Gorgol have already been brought in, with harvests still underway in 
Trarza. 
 
The first vegetable crops are beginning to reach urban markets.  In rural areas, vegetable production 
is increasing, thanks to the output from women’s cooperatives trained by NGOs (such as OXFAM 
and LWF). 
 
According to the Center for Locust Control (CLA) attached to the Ministry of Agriculture, the situation 
is extremely serious, given the extent of infested areas and shortages of available resources.  New 
hatchings after the rains of January 8th and 9th have further aggravated the problem.   
 
Sparse winter rains and spreading brush fires are a source of concern to herders worried over the 
prospect of damage to existing pasture.  The fire break program has just gotten underway in most 
regions of the country. 
 
Coarse grain prices have declined sharply, though prices for imported products have shown virtually 
no movement since November.  In contrast, prices for livestock, meat and fish are rising and, in 
some cases, skyrocketing.  
 
Food insecurity levels are steadily falling in rural areas of the country but are still quite high in urban 
slum areas.  The World Food Program is considering the possibility of mounting Food for Work 
programs in these areas. 
 
 



I .  NATURAL CONDITIONS AND PRODUCTION FACTORS 
 
I A.  Inadequate rainfall 
 
Rainfall amounts since the beginning of the month are barely sufficient to sustain lowland crops.  
However, enough rain has fallen to rot pasture in grazing areas and create minor, if not serious, 
pulmonary problems for both the human and the animal population.   
 
 
I B.  Good grazing conditions 
 
Despite the brush fires and winter rains, there is still plentiful thick vegetation on grazing lands in 
livestock-raising areas, particularly in the southeastern and eastern parts of the country.  The sheep 
epidemics reported in Hodh El Gharbi and Hodh El Chargui in early January have since been 
stamped out.   
 
 
I C.  A serious locust problem in the wake of recent rains 
 
Environmental conditions in the central and northern parts of the country are especially conducive to 
the survival and breeding of the desert locust, compared with other sites throughout North Africa 
(Figure I).  The problem has reached dangerous proportions, as locust infestations continue to 
spread despite the implementation of countermeasures.  
 

Crop treatment efforts by Mauritania’s eight ground teams were bolstered by two Algerian teams and 
two Moroccan teams. Aerial operations conducted by Mauritania’s sole military crop-duster were 
shored up by the arrival of a Moroccan fleet of two medium-range Turbo Thrush crop dusters, a 
health services helicopter and a defender craft providing logistics services.  However, these joint 
operations have been ineffectual in stamping out this scourge. 
 
I D. Large losses of walo or flood-recession sorghum crops 
 
Preliminary estimates put the share of nationwide grain production attributable to harvests of walo 
crops (a type of flood-recession crop grown along the banks of the Senegal River) at 16%.  It now 
appears that over 80% of the area planted in walo crops will be lost, due to damage from stalk 
borers and the use of poor quality seeds.  Right now, the situation in lowland areas is slightly better, 

Figure 1:  Magnitude of locust infestations as of January 23, 2004 (FAO) 
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but farmers have already reported stalk borers attacking crops in these areas.  For the time being, 
they are resisting the idea of cutting the stalks of rainfed sorghum plants and, instead, are 
considering the possibility of burning them to kill off any larvae and caterpillars present in the stalks.  
However, they are not ready to proceed just yet, because any escaping larvae could take refuge in 
flood-recession crops currently in the height growth stage of the growing cycle. Thus, they are 
leaving the larvae in the stalks of the sorghum plants for the time being, with the intention of burning 
them as soon as the crops reach the heading stage.  
 
I E.  Improvement in conditions in agropastoral areas 
 
Despite the winter rains and spreading brush fires, pasture lands are still in good condition. As 
access to surface water resources becomes increasingly limited, many herders are forced to water 
their animals at boreholes, wells and in the river.   
 
Food security conditions for herders and farmers growing rainfed crops in rural areas of the country 
are improving in the wake of recent harvests of lowland, irrigated and vegetable crops.   
 
In contrast, farmers of walo crops are extremely disillusioned by the prospect of this year’s harvest 
turning out equally as bad as last year due to damage from stalk borers, despite good farming 
conditions.  
 
Coarse grain supplies in city marketplaces are improving thanks to imports from Mali. Any such 
improvements in rural areas are limited mainly to grain-producing areas. Domestic trade is extremely 
slow due to poor harvests of locally grown crops and, more importantly, the weak purchasing power 
of potential consumers.  
 
Even with the decline in imports of Senegalese grain, Mauritanian grain traders are loathe to draw 
down their millet and sorghum reserves with marketing activities for locally grown rice crops just 
beginning to get underway (it is the post-harvest period for paddy), while supplies of rice and wheat 
crops are still plentiful. 
 
I E1.  Areas in good condition (in the central part of the country) 
 
Food access has improved in the wake of recent harvests of rainfed lowland crops in southern Hodh 
El Chargui and Hodh El Gharbi, Assaba and Guidimakha, where grazing conditions are still 
adequate. Good grazing conditions in central Tagant (in the northern part of Moudjéria Department 
and the southwestern part of Tidjikja Department), northeastern Brakna (in the southern part of 
Magta –Lahjar Department and the southeastern part of Aleg Department), northern Gorgol 
(Monguel and M’bout Departments) and central Assaba should keep herders put longer than usual. 
 
I E2.  Areas in average condition (in the southern part of the country) 
 
These areas all lie in the southwest (in southern Gorgol, Brakna and Trarza), where harvests of 
irrigated and vegetable crops have visibly helped improve food access for local residents.  
Vegetable farming activities in oasis areas in Tagant and Adrar are helping to improve food access 
for the local population while, at the same time, serving as a source of income.  However, we need 
to find some way of facilitating the marketing of these crops, since many production zones are in 
remote, isolated areas. 
 
I E3.  Areas in poor condition (urban fringe areas) 
 
Such areas include fringe areas of seats of local government and urban slum areas of Nouakchott, 
Nouadhibou, Kiffa and Kaëdi.  As part of its 2004 program for Mauritania, the WFP is considering the 



possibility of developing urban “Food for Work” programs targeting such areas.  Officials are still 
discussing the nature, magnitude and duration of envisaged program components. 
 
 
II .  GOOD NATIONWIDE FOOD SUPPLY 
 
II A.  Nationwide situation and current conditions in neighboring countries 
 
Nationwide supplies of imported foodstuffs are adequate.  The improvement in coarse grain supplies 
in rainfed farming areas has not extended into farming areas for flood-recession crops, where 
current forecasts are pointing to mediocre harvests, if any.  Food supplies from livestock-raising 
activities and the gathering of wild plants have dwindled in what is currently the “off-season.”  
 
Malian exports have begun to reverse recent trends in millet and sorghum prices on markets in 
Nouakchott, southern Hodh El Gharbi and Hodh El Chargui, Assaba and Guidimakha.  
 
In contrast, surplus millet and sorghum crops from Senegal’s groundnut basin have not yet had any 
real impact on conditions in southern Trarza, Brakna and Gorgol, where local residents are 
expecting an improvement in rice supplies before too long, with harvests already underway.  
Senegalese farmers need to sell their crops to enable them to pay off outstanding debts and cover 
their expenses in connection with the upcoming celebration of Tabaski (the Muslim Feast of the 
Sheep), which falls on or around February 3rd  of this year. 
 
III B. Adequate supplies of staple food products, with prices holding steady 
 
Supplies of imported staple foodstuffs are still adequate and prices are showing no change from 
November and December.  Prices for rainfed grain crops are down slightly, while prices for flood-
recession sorghum crops plunged (from 280 UM down to 140 UM) on the El Mina market in 
Nouakchott, as the demand for seeds evaporated once the planting period for walo crops ended 

Figure 2:  Trends in retail prices on the El Mina Market in Nouakchott 

Source: FEWS NET Mauritania Graph: FEWS NET Mauritania 



(flood-recession sorghum crops are used mainly by farmers for their seeds), and there was very little 
interest in this type of sorghum.  Harvests of rainfed lowland crops and irrigated crops are already in 
progress and imports from Mali are picking up.  Disheartened by the performance of early planted 
flood-recession sorghum crops, farmers have given up planting sorghum, turning instead to 
cowpeas, whose price shot up from 190 UM in December to 250 UM (Figure 2). 
 
III C. Steadily rising prices for livestock and meat 
 
Sheep prices in Nouakchott are still on the rise, with the price of an average sheep climbing from 
25,600 UM in November, to 26,800 UM in December, up to 38,000 UM in early January.  However, 
these hikes in sheep prices are clearly attributable to the upcoming celebration of the Muslim Feast 
of the Sheep (Tabaski), the effects of which should evaporate or at least dissipate immediately 
thereafter.  The escalation in sheep prices has been contagious, driving up prices for cattle and 
goats, which had been moving downward up until the month of December.  The price of dairy cattle 
jumped from 120,000 UM in December to 150,000 UM in January, 10,000 UM above the price figure 
for November.  Most of the profit-taking involves large-scale cattle dealers and traders.  Goat prices 
currently range from 15,000 UM to 19,000 UM, bouncing back up from the 1,000 UM slippage in 
prices between November and December.  
 
The unit price of mutton rose to 1,000 UM/kg in January, up from 800 UM/kg in November and 
900 UM/kg in December. In contrast, fish prices have taken a nosedive with the beginning of the 
gray mullet season (from December to February), whose eggs are highly sought after by all fish 
dealers, including Senegalese dealers.  The empty carcasses are sold for less than 60 UM/kg, 
making them extremely attractive to low-income households and forcing traders in other types of fish 
to lower their prices to encourage housewives to buy their products.    
 
III D. Improvements in food access for herders and certain groups of farmers but not for the 

urban poor 
 
Food access for herders and farmers growing rainfed and irrigated crops is steadily improving.  
However, the outlook for farmers growing flood-recession crops is not very promising.  They are still 
relying on local markets and provisions supplied by emergency food aid programs to meet their food 
needs.    
 
Food access for low-income households in fringe areas of seats of local government and urban slum 
areas is becoming increasingly uncertain. 
 
 
IV.  A DISCONCERTING FOOD OUTLOOK 
 
Though the current food situation is visibly better than it was back in December or at the same time 
last year, future prospects are somewhat disconcerting for the following reasons: 
 

 It now looks as if the production forecasts used as basis for our calculations of annual 
coverage rates for food needs, putting them at 1 to 5 months, will be unattainable due to the 
loss of a large part of the upcoming harvest of walo and lowland crops to damage from stalk 
borers.  

 Emergency aid programs, which are in the process of being restructured  may no longer be 
allocating a large share of the available volume of provisions to non-targeted distributions of 
free food aid. 

 Cross-border flows from Mali and Senegal are still too limited to cover unmet needs.  The 
largest flows of imports, particularly in the case of imports from Mali, are earmarked for 
markets in large urban population centers, while imports from Senegal supposedly 



earmarked for food-insecure population groups in the southern and central parts of the 
country, have not yet picked up. 

 Debts incurred by farmers in previous years of poor harvests have not been paid. 
 
 
V.  FEWS NET RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FOOD-INSECURE AREAS AND POPULATION 

GROUPS 
 
 
Farmers growing walo and lowland crops are still food insecure due to the poor performance of 
flood-recession crops.   
 
Poor households in fringe areas of seats of local government and urban slum areas are still highly 
food insecure.   
 
In light of the current situation, FEWS Net Mauritania is reiterating the recommendations presented 
in its November report, namely: 
 

• The country needs to take appropriate control measures against stalk borers and desert 
locusts.  

• The fire break programs which have only recently gotten underway need to be completed 
before the winds and heat begin (in late February or early March).  

• Assistance programs buttressing the consumption, conservation and marketing of 
vegetable crops should be targeted at farm families engaged in vegetable farming 
activities, with training provided by NGOs such as OXFAM GB, LWF, World Vision and 
the Spanish Cooperation Agency. 

• Residents of fringe areas of seats of local government and urban slum areas (of 
Nouakchott and Nouadhibou) should be targeted by assistance programs and the WFP 
should step up its own efforts to develop an emergency intervention program for the 
urban poor.  

 


