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	 The March start‐up of the government’s 
emergency aid program and the gradual 
resumption of cross‐border grain trade with Mali 
are slowing deterioration of household food 
access in rainfed farming areas (Figure 1, zone 6), 
the eastern and central agropastoral zone (zone 
5), southeastern pastoral areas (zone 2), and poor 
districts of urban areas such as Nouadhibou. This 
combination of factors has decreased prices for 
local grains and, along with the government 
subsidy, stabilized prices for imported food 
products. Stabilizing or decreasing food prices 
have strengthened terms of trade for herders 
selling small animals and improved the food 
access of rural households. 

	 In contrast, food security in urban slums and peri‐
urban areas is steadily deteriorating in the face of 
constant price increases for basic foodstuffs and 
social services, the instability of the informal 
sector, and erosion of purchasing power for poor 
households, which account for most of the 
country’s working population. Households in city 
slums and peri‐urban areas are lodging most of 
the migrant population from the countryside, 
oftentimes without a fixed income. Basic food 
prices are increasing in these areas, and signs of 
falling prices for certain products (such as fish and 
vegetables) are a result of their poor quality, not 
improved availability. 

Current food security conditions 

Rural areas 

Implementation of the government’s emergency aid 
program, which is focused on the replenishment of 
village‐level food security reserves (SAVS) and the 
distribution of food aid in pastoral areas (Figure 1, 
zones 5 and 4) since March has improved local grain 
availability and eased the pressure on area households 
from local traders, prompting them to reduce their 
animal sales. This, in turn, has helped prices for small 
animals rebound slightly (by 12 percent since March), 

Figure 1.  Livelihood zones of Mauritania  

Source: FEWS NET 

Figure 2. Estimated current food security conditions, April 
2008 

Source: FEWS NET 
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though they are still running well below the five‐year average (by 21 to 26 percent for sheep and 21 percent for goats). 
However, the deterioration in the condition of pasturelands could speed up the decline in the value of livestock. 
Government sales of animal feed at subsidized prices, which has been ongoing in the northern reaches of the country since 
March, will not be extended into zones 4 and 5 until the beginning of May. 

Flood‐recession crop (walo) conditions are largely normal for this time of year (zones 7 and 5). With harvests of irrigated 
and flood‐recession crops already helping to lower food insecurity levels, the start‐up of the emergency aid program has 
further improved conditions in certain departments. Currently, urban populations are feeling the hardest impacts of the 
surge in grain prices. Rural dwellers have begun stepping up traditional coping strategies (sales of small animals, cuts in 
food intake and out‐migration) in the face of the erosion in terms of trade. Additional grain aid under emergency programs 
should help them manage during the lean period, provided the rise in prices is contained and there are no disruptions in the 
implementation of ongoing relief programs. 

This disparity between food security conditions in rural population and peri‐urban areas could continue into the month of 
May, with recent harvests of flood‐recession crops (April/May) providing households with sufficient grain reserves to meet 
their needs for two to three months at most (February through April). Distributions of free food aid, the replenishment of 
SAVS, and the effects of Food for Work (FFW) programs should help further stabilize food security conditions in rural areas. 

At present, the settlement of the first group of returnees (of some 24,000 total expected repatriates) in these areas does 
not appear to be putting additional pressure on local food availability (grain and other types of foods), thanks to the 
seemingly smooth operation of ongoing assistance programs targeted at this group. 

Food security remains precarious in the southeastern reaches of the country’s rainfed farming areas, however, where, 
though the Malian blockade has been eased since March and grain supplies on weekly border markets have improved, the 
extent of the impoverishment of farm families is such that they have very little market buying power. The replenishment of 
SAVS will have no real impact, except in agropastoral areas where households with their own animal herds can sell off a few 
head of stock and buy provisions from these stores at below‐market prices. Poor households are forced to continue to rely 
on their longstanding practice of borrowing against future harvests, since traders are more willing than managers of SAVS 
to extend credit. 

Out‐migration to Mali and large cities in Mauritania, which had accelerated, has now slowed. However, it is hard to know 
whether this reversal is part of a pattern of earlier‐
than‐usual return migration to prepare for the 
upcoming rainy season or a result of ongoing 
emergency aid programs in rural areas. 

Urban areas 

Rising prices for food and services particularly impact 
poor households in urban slums and peri‐urban areas 
(Figure 3), whose sole source of food access is an 
irregular flow of income from the small trades sector 
and a badly organized informal sector. Food insecurity 
levels have increased in these areas, where the 
government has not yet started emergency relief 
programs. Current assistance programs, focusing 
exclusively on FFW activities, employ only a small 
percentage of the working population. The pilot shops 
opened by the Ministry of Commerce, whose 
customers are not limited exclusively to this segment 
of the population, may soon run out of supplies. 

Figure 3.  SOCOGIM market prices compared with peri-urban 
market (the Arrêt Bus market) prices in Nouakchott  

Source: FEWS NET 
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Seasonal calendar and timeline of major events 

Markets, trade and food access 

Markets across the country have ample supplies of imported foodstuffs, and coarse grain availability has improved with the 
expansion in cross‐border trade with Mali and corn imports from Senegal. Moreover, the start‐up of government 
emergency aid programs has helped improve local grain availability and stabilize (for imported rice and corn) or lower 
prices (for wheat and cowpeas) since March. Prices for certain imported foods considered an important part of the 
household diet are also falling (with sugar prices down 12.5 percent and milk prices down 13.3 percent). Vegetable prices 
have decreased the most, with local vegetable supplies from harvests of truck crops in Adrar, Trarza, Gorgol, Brakna, and 
Tagant bolstered by exports from Morocco and Senegal. However, a comparison against the five‐year average shows prices 
remain high, against a backdrop of shrinking sources of income, particularly in urban areas (Table 1). 

As the nation’s major port city, Nouakchott supplies markets around the country, with the exception of markets in 
Nouadhibou (which has its own port) and Zouerate (which is linked to Nouadhibou by rail and gets traders from the Sahara, 
Morocco, Algeria, and Libya). In addition to the profit margins of domestic traders, prices are being driven up by increasing 
shipping costs, due to the constant rise in fuel prices. Thus, even if the deterioration in terms of trade can be slowed by the 
effects of ongoing emergency relief programs, it is highly unlikely that current price trends can be reversed as long as world 
market prices remain 
high. At best, even a 
large, sustained rebound 
in prices for small 
animals would merely 
bring food insecurity 
levels of herders and 
agropastoralists reliant 
mainly on livestock‐
raising activities back to 
normal for this time of 
year (to moderate food 
insecurity). There is 
likely to be no change in 
the food security status 
of farmers, 
agropastoralists relying 
mainly on crop‐farming 
activities, and poor 
households in rural 
towns and villages until 
the end of August, 
provided rains arrive on 
time. 

Table I. April food prices on the SOGOCIM market, 2003 to 2008 

2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 
Five-year 
average 

2008 vs. 
average 

Millet 130 180 140 120 130 150 140 7.14 
Taghalit 
sorghum 240 100 150 140 200 200 166 20.48 
Bichne 
sorghum 400 280 250 300 350 1200 316 279.75 
Corn 130 100 100 100 130 150 112 33.93 
Imported rice 150 170 170 170 170 200 166 20.48 
Local rice 115 120 140 140 140 180 131 37.40 
Wheat 
(human 
consumption) 60 100 70 70 100 140 80 75.00 
Milk 480 700 800 800 1200 1300 796 63.32 
Sugar 120 120 125 200 150 140 143 -2.10 
Oil 235 300 260 250 300 450 269 67.29 
Mutton 800 1000 1200 950 1200 1200 1030 16.50 
Camel meat 800 900 1000 850 900 1000 890 12.36 
Beef 800 800 900 850 900 1000 850 17.65 

Source: FEWS NET 
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The shift in traditional patterns of trade in Gorgol, Assaba, Hodh El Chargui, and Hodh El Gharbi reported in February 
continues, despite the start‐up of the government’s emergency relief program. Food distributions under the program are 
limited to wheat, and only households with regular purchasing power are benefiting from the replenishment of SAVS. 
Households are still turning to the local market for other food products. Thus, traditional relations between consumers and 
suppliers have not been strained. Herders are still selling their animals to the same livestock brokers and buying or 
borrowing from the same grain traders. 

Right now, prices for small animals on livestock markets are rising, though cattle prices are still falling (April prices were 
nine percent lower than March prices). Degraded and, in some cases, non‐existent pasture resources are forcing herders 
choosing not to migrate to seasonal grazing lands to resort to purchasing animal feed (wheat and cereal bran and 
cottonseed concentrates, etc.) at increasingly high prices (8.3 percent to 16.6 percent higher than in March). A two‐year‐
old bull calf priced at 35,000 UM in February and at 25,000 UM in March on the Boghé market is currently selling for 
somewhere between 20,000 and 22,000 UM, depending on market supplies. Though interested in selling small animals, 
herders are being forced to sell their cattle for herd management purposes (to limit any eventual losses of animals). 
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