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This report covers the period from March 23 - April 21, 2004 
 
Farmers in the south and east are already facing serious difficulties maintaining their 
traditional lifestyle.  In most parts of the country, grain is accessible only to those with 
adequate purchasing power, and prices are climbing steadily upwards.  Food insecurity in 
urban slum areas remains serious.   
 
Summary  
 
The failure of flood-recession (walo and lowland) crops has had a major impact on farmers in crop 
production zones, as well as on residents of structurally deficit areas in the central and northern 
parts of the country dependent on these crops.  The only traditional grain transfer mechanisms 
functioning at this time are with Mali.  Otherwise, the population is forced to buy its food on markets 
where, despite ample supplies of wheat and rice imported from Europe and Asia, prices are steadily 
rising.   
 
Migration from the countryside to large towns and bordering countries is picking up faster than usual. 
  
Conditions in the livestock-raising sector are still satisfactory, but early April rains in Gorgol and 
Brakna could rot pastureland in these areas.  Herders remain confident as they limit animal sales, 
driving up prices on livestock markets.   
 
The locust problem remains critical.  Even as infestations continue to multiply throughout the north 
and begin to affect the southwest, treatment efforts are slowing down due to a lack of resources.   
 
Coarse grain prices have fallen sharply in Nouakchott and on markets throughout the southeast, 
which is bringing some relief to the purchasing power of poor consumers.  In contrast, prices are 
rising in production zones for flood-recession crops.   
 
Food insecurity problems continue to mount in urban slum areas despite the start-up of assistance 
programs by the government and the World Food Program. 
 
 
I.   UNUSUAL NATURAL CONDITIONS 
 
I A.   Weather conditions threaten pastureland 
The first ten days of April were marked by strong winds and heavy rainfall, which is unusual for this 
time of year, and some areas received over 20 mm of rain.   
  
I B.   Grazing conditions are good 
In general, grazing conditions are still good, but strong winds and April rains have affected the 
condition of pastureland in some livestock-raising areas of Brakna, Assaba, Guidimakha and Gorgol.  
The weather is not affecting on migratory movements, which are still following their normal patterns.   
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I C.   The locust problem remains critical 
The locust situation is still alarming, but the threat is less severe than it was back in March.  The 12 
canvassing and treatment crews crisscrossing northern and central parts of the country have been 
able to continue their work thanks to 25,000 liters of pesticides from Algeria.  However, as of April 
21, remaining supplies were barely enough for another two weeks of treatment.  Meanwhile, there 
are continuing reports of hatchings, hopper band formations by larvae in all stages of development 
and swarms over areas of anywhere from 50 to 300 hectares throughout the northern and central 
parts of the country (Map 1).  Thus far, an estimated 316,666 hectares have been treated since the 
first outbreak back in September of last year, but the country still has a long way to go to bring this 
plague under control.  As a result, there are serious concerns over date production in infested areas.  
If this scourge is not halted, locusts could invade the south once environmental conditions in the 
north become less propitious to locust activity around the end of April.   
 

 
 
II. RAPID DETERIORATION OF FOOD SECURITY IN THE WAKE OF FAILED FLOOD-

RECESSION CROPS  
 
II A. Tightening of coarse grain supplies over the past thirty days 
Imports of Malian sorghum and Senegalese maize have slowed considerably over the past month, 
driving prices for rainfed sorghum way up (by 60 UM/kg between March 20 and April 20 on the 
Nouakchott market).  There are virtually no flood-recession sorghum crops whatsoever on markets in 
the interior, and most households dependent on these crops are turning to locally grown rice and 
wheat.  Though their prices are definitely rising, there is a better availability of these products on 
local markets.   
 
Supplies of locally grown rice have declined as poor harvests of flood-recession crops prompted 
farmers in the Boghé, Rosso and Kaëdi managed irrigation districts to limit sales of their crops.   
 
II B. A difficult lean period for households in all farming areas of the country  
 
In the southeast, the main coping strategy for making it through the lean period is out-migration, 
and many villages in this area stripped of their work force.  According to experts with specialized 
regional agencies, supplies of Malian grain have declined on markets in border areas of Mauritania, 

Map 1: Desert locust plague, as of April 2, 2004 
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and prices are steadily climbing.  The unit price of rainfed sorghum has reportedly jumped from 115 
to 120 UM/kg, which explains the recent hike in wheat prices from 110 to 120 UM.  Households in 
southern districts of Amourj, Djiguenni and Touil which had been relying on rainfed grain crops from 
Mali to manage this year’s lean period are being forced to turn to wheat as supplies of locally grown 
rice tighten as rice farmers in the Senegal River Valley retain their crops.   
 
In the central and southwestern parts of the country, efforts to manage this year’s unusually 
early lean period, are being hampered by the failure of flood-recession crops and the lack of hot off-
season irrigated crops (whose growing season is normally from February to June).  There are almost 
no household coarse grain reserves.  The only paddy or rice reserves are those of farmers in the 
Kaëdi, Boghé and Rosso managed irrigation districts.  Though production has increased in the last 
year, there is clearly less rice being sold this year than last. 
 
There are already serious problems throughout the southern part of the country, particularly in 
adwaba settlements along the northern edge of the production zone for walo crops.  None of the 
traditional grain transfer mechanisms between walo, lowland and structurally deficit areas in the 
northern and central parts of the country are operating because affordable grain is not available.  
Households in these areas must continue to rely on imported rice and wheat, which are getting 
increasingly expensive. 
 
Against this backdrop, the grain bank program mounted by the WFP with the assistance of 
Mauritania’s Food Security Commission (CSA) and a group of NGOs could offer a solution to this 
problem by strengthening such activities and expanding them to areas not currently served by the 
WFP. 
 
II C. Food security in pastoral areas is still good 
In general, the overall food security of herders and their families is still good. 
 
In southern Hodh El Chargui, Hodh El Gharbi, Assaba and Guidimakha, the decline of Malian 
imports is primarily affecting farmers, since herders have been able to adjust their selling prices in 
line with increases in prices for grain and imported food products.  Seasonal migration is still 
confined to their base areas.   
 
In the central part of the country (the northern part of Zone 1, Gorgol, Brakna and southern 
Tagant), local herders have already started migrating south, but heavy rains in early April halted 
migration by cattle drovers and impeded the progress of camel drivers, who are reluctant to head 
any farther south.   
 
In the rest of the county, conditions are unchanged.  Herders still rely on imported foodstuffs; the 
steadily rising prices are forcing them to accelerate sales of stock.   
 
II D. There are regular market supplies in urban areas 
The decline in Malian grain imports has forced prices to increase for all grain products, except 
imported rice and old inventories of leftover flood-recession sorghum crops infested with plant lice, 
which grain traders are looking to clear out.  Tastes and preferences for flood-recession sorghum 
(even when spoiled) affect consumer choices of food products and explain the sizeable price 
difference between the two types of sorghum.  The drop in prices for imported rice is undoubtedly 
connected with the monetization of 9,000 MT of rice in March of this year (Figure I).   
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Despite the declining supply of locally grown rice, prices for imported rice are still falling in the wake 
of the monetization of 9,000 MT of Japanese rice (food aid).   
 
The drop in the price of cooking oil is attributable to the marketing of a new type of oil in barrels.  In 
contrast, the price of 20-liter cans of oil is up from 6,100 to 6,300 UM. 
 
Prices for meat and fish, which were stable up until April 20, have started to rise.  The upturn in fish 
prices is most likely due to the departure of Senegalese fishermen for the upcoming religious 
holidays and the resulting tightening of supplies.  The rise in meat prices is clearly a result of hikes in 
prices for livestock (sheep prices have increased 6 percent since March, cattle prices by 18 percent 
and camel prices by 13 percent). 
 
It is still too early to assess the effects of food for work activities mounted by the World Food 
Program (WFP) and the Commission for the Alleviation of Poverty and the Rights of Man in urban 
areas of the country.  Approximately 10,000 heads of household are working in sanitation programs 
started up in all regional capitals, with the exception of Nouadhibou, in return for a daily food ration 
of 2.5 kg of wheat, 200 grams of pulses and 100 grams of oil. 
 
 
III.   CURRENT CONDITIONS IN NEIGHBORING COUNTRIES ARE HELPING THE 

SITUATION IN MAURITANIA 
 
III A.  Mali: The cause of the decline in Malian exports in April of this year does not lie with Mali, 
(where the FEWS NET representative maintains that the national security stock has already been 
replenished and that all institutional constraints have recently been lifted to help Malian farmers 
market their surplus crops), but rather with the erosion in the purchasing power of Mauritanian 
farmers. 
 

Figure 1: Trends in prices at the Moroccan Mosque market in Nouakchott  

 
Source: FEWS NET Mauritania 
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Out-migration by farmers in the southeastern part of the country to the Office du Niger irrigation 
district in Mali has eased with the slowdown in farming activities in this area.   
 
III B.  Senegal: The country is now exporting both rice and maize, but the volume of exports has 
sharply declined.  So far, most of these crops have been going to urban markets.  The steady 
depreciation of the local currency (UM or ouguiya) against the CFA franc is causing Mauritanian 
households in the Senegal River Valley to turn to wheat, as Senegalese rice and maize become 
more and more expensive.  A 50 kg sack of Senegalese rice sells for 18,000 CFA francs, or the 
equivalent of 5,400 UM.  In contrast, a 50 kg sack of wheat costs 3,000 UM on major markets in the 
River Valley area. 
 
 
IV.   FEWS NET RECOMMENDATIONS FOR AREAS AND POPULATION GROUPS 

CURRENTLY VULNERABLE TO FOOD INSECURITY 
 
In light of the current situation, FEWS Net Mauritania is recommending: 
 

• The implementation of measures by the National Export Import Company (SONIMEX) to 
facilitate grain imports from surplus production areas of Mali and Senegal; 

• The timely implementation of practical measures by the Ministry of Rural Development 
and Environment (MDRE) and the National Rural Development Agency (SONADER) to 
ensure that farmers have a good growing season for rainy-season crops, including 
distributions of seeds in the country’s major crop production zones; 

• The extension of ongoing subsidized wheat sales programs in both rural and urban 
areas;  

• The strengthening of food aid programs by the WFP and the Mauritanian government for 
residents of fringe areas of local government seats and slum areas of Nouakchott and 
their expansion to Nouadhibou, whose residents are seriously in need of assistance. 

 


